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Is Spirit a Substance: An Introduction to the Question 

 

Earlier we examined a Greek lexicon entry for “pneuma,” which specifically 

stated that “pneuma” is “never referred to as a depersonalized force.” At the time, 

we noted that we would question this assertion to some extent. Now it is time to 

return to that subject. And we must start with an important statement of clarity.  

 

We fully agree that when “pneuma” is used to refer to the Holy Spirit of God, it is 

absolutely not intended as an impersonal force. The Holy Spirit is a Person just as 

God the Father and the Word of God are Persons. They are not impersonal forces. 

(We demonstrate the existence of the three Persons of God in our “Trinity Study” 

and our “History of Judaism” study. Our Trinity study also has an addendum 

portion titled, “A Look at the Historic Interaction of the Third Person of the 

Trinity,” in which we explain why and how the Person of the Holy Spirit came to 

be identified by that title as a means of distinction from the Person of the Father 

and the Person of the Word. As those studies explain, titles such as Father, Spirit, 

and Word or Son, do not refer to inherent ontological differences between the 

three Persons of God. Instead, all of the common titles used in the bible for the 

three Persons of God are primarily pragmatic identifiers derived from the 

distinguishing roles and functions each Person of God has carried out in relation 

to creation and redemption over the course of history.)  

 

Nevertheless, no matter which word we choose, no one would deny that these 

three Persons of the Godhead do exert “force” or “power” on creation in various 

ways. Philippians 3 was a great example of this, which we saw earlier. In verses 

20-21, Paul describes how Christ “shall change our vile body, that it may be 

fashioned like unto his glorious body, according to the working whereby he is 

able even to subdue all things unto himself.” As previously noted, the Greek word 

for “working” is “energeia” (Strong’s Number 1753), which the lexicons define 

by saying “in the NT used only of superhuman power, whether of God or of the 

Devil.” Clearly, although God is not an impersonal force, the Persons of God do 

possess and exert force and power over creation. Rejecting the notion that God is 

or can be reduced to an impersonal force does not mean that God does not 

inherently have power or that God is not inherently capable of exerting powerful 

forces on creation.  
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Similarly, we might ask the question of whether or not the Being of God is 

comprised of a substance. Here it must be noted that the idea of God having a 

substance to his Being is not the same thing as reducing God merely to an 

impersonal substance. God can exert power or force without being an impersonal 

force. And even humans, after all, possess and exert various abilities or powers 

and have substance to our being without ceasing to be personal, sentient beings.  

 

Our purpose, in this section is to explore whether or not the Being of God is 

comprised of a substance, a substance specifically called “spirit” in scripture. But 

to be absolutely clear, God is a personal being. And we are Trinitarians. We 

believe that God is eternally comprised of Three Persons, namely God the Father, 

the Word of God, and the Spirit of God. They are each personal. None of them is 

a mere force or substance. But, in addition to being Persons who inherently have 

power and can exert force, do these Persons also collectively and inherently have 

a substance to their Being? 

 

Right away, this question has the potential to be very uncomfortable for more 

modern Christians. The church has a long history of conceiving of God as non-

corporeal and immaterial. Unfortunately, that long history is not long enough. It 

does not go back to the first few centuries of Christianity but is instead a 

byproduct of Augustinian-era thinking that comingled Platonic and Gnostic 

mystical ideas about the universe with Christian terms, including concepts 

regarding the Godhead. The subject of Augustine’s influence on Christianity as 

well as the Platonic ideas that influenced Augustine himself are discussed 

thoroughly in our studies on Roman Catholicism, Calvinism, Early Church 

History, Why Christianity, and our outline on the Overview of Eschatological 

Views in the Modern Church. Conversely, our study on the History of Judaism 

examines critical evidence that the ancient Jewish people of the biblical period 

believed that God was far from non-corporeal.  

 

Except for a select portion of the History of Judaism study, we will not reinsert 

the detailed analysis of those studies into our present investigation. It is simply 

necessary to acknowledge that the notion of God having a substance is largely out 

of vogue in today’s church and to briefly explain why we feel free to broach this 

topic. Simply put, to whatever extent the modern church is uncomfortable with 

the idea that there is substance to God’s Being, the modern church has borrowed 

that discomfort from the pagans, not the Jewish people who wrote the Old and 

New Testaments.  

 

It should also be noted that with regard to the idea that God has substance, we are 

not entirely alone even in modern Christian thinking. In his book, “Miracles,” 

famed Christian author and apologist C.S. Lewis wrote the following regarding 

the nature of God, whom he correctly recognizes as “The ultimate spiritual 

reality.”  

 

“And here the subject of imagery, which crossed our path in the last chapter, can 

be seen in a new light. For it is just the recognition of God’s positive and 

concrete reality which the religious imagery preserves…The ultimate spiritual 
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reality is not vaguer, more inert, more transparent than the images, but more 

positive, more dynamic, more opaque. Confusion between Spirit and soul (or 

‘ghost’) has done much harm. Ghosts must be pictured, if we are to picture them 

at all, as shadowy and tenuous, for ghosts are half-men, one element abstracted 

from a creature that ought to have flesh. But Spirit, if pictured at all, must be 

pictured in the very opposite way…If we must have a mental picture to 

symbolize Spirit, we should represent it as something heavier than 

matter…And therefore this is the very point at which so many draw 

back…An ‘impersonal God’—well and good. A subjective God of beauty, truth 

and goodness, inside our heads—better still. A formless life-force surging 

through us, a vast power which we can tap—best of all. But God Himself, 

alive, pulling at the other end of the cord, perhaps approaching at an infinite 

speed, the hunter, king, husband—that is quite another matter.” – C.S. 

Lewis, Miracles, pages 146-149 

 

In C.S. Lewis’ eyes, “God’s positive and concrete reality” was not vaguer, more 

inert, more transparent” than the things of creation, but in fact it was “more 

positive, more dynamic, more opaque” than created things. He rejects the idea 

that God is a “formless life-force.” “Spirit,” he said, should be conceived of as 

‘something heavier than matter.” We couldn’t agree more. Such sentiments 

underscore our assertion that the ancient Jewish people never conceived of God’s 

Being as immaterial, non-corporeal, or devoid of substance.  

 

It is also interesting to note that C.S. Lewis used the term “Spirit” to refer to this 

positive, opaque reality that is “heavier than matter.” This is fitting since we have 

already seen Jesus Himself declare that God is a spirit in John 4:23-24 and that all 

sentient creations (including men and angels) are also deemed “spirits” in 

scripture. As we will demonstrate in this study, “spirit” is the biblical term for the 

substance of God’s own Being and which he also imparts and dispenses in 

measure to creation and created beings.  

 

Here we should take a moment to be equally clear concerning what we mean by 

the term “substance.” Our intention in using this term is not to be vague. We 

mean the term in its ordinary sense. The Cambridge Dictionary Online defines 

“substance” simply as “material with particular characteristics.” In other words, 

by “substance” we mean a material of some sort. In this case, we are referring to 

the original material, the supreme material, the material of God’s own Being. Not 

that God was “made” from this material. God was never made. He always existed. 

Nevertheless, God is this material. Not that impersonal material is God. Rather, 

God is a personal Being and His Being is comprised of this material. And prior to 

creation, this material existed nowhere else other than as God’s Being. All other 

material is lesser and created and, in some sense, derived from this powerful, 

supreme substance that the bible calls “spirit.”  

 

C.S. Lewis says that “Spirit” should be conceived of as “heavier than matter.” 

And in some sense, we believe that “spirit” is, in fact, a type of matter, the 

original matter of which created matter is merely a shadow. In our view, this 

matter, this material, which is the substance of God’s very Being, is what Paul 
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was referring to in Philippians 3:21, when he described the “energeia whereby 

[Christ] is able even to subdue all things unto himself.” We will provide more 

evidence for this as we move forward in this study. For now, it is important 

simply to lay out the concept with clarity in order to avoid confusion and also to 

determine what the scriptural evidence says about this concept.  

 

 

If God Has a Substance, Does God Have a Body? 

 

As soon as the subject of God’s substance arises, the implications concerning God 

having a body necessarily follow in short order. We address this question directly 

and in-depth in our “History of Judaism” study. And it will be necessary to recap 

certain salient points from that study in order to further establish the biblical 

foundation for our current investigation. 

 

In our “History of Judaism” study, we discuss the work of Jewish scholar Dr. 

Benjamin D. Sommer. In his book, “The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient 

Israel,” Dr. Sommer addresses this topic head-on relying on the first-hand 

evidence in the form of Old Testament texts as well as other ancient views of God 

contemporary to Israel in the Old Testament period. As we read the quotes below 

from Dr. Sommer, it is important to note that he is not a Christian, which means 

that his not starting with a Trinitarian bias. He is simply arguing for something he 

has discovered to be an ancient Jewish view of God articulated in the Old 

Testament. 

 

One of the fundamental texts that Sommer analyzes in his book is Genesis 1:26-

27, which records that God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our 

likeness.” In the excerpts below, Sommer will discuss the Hebrew words 

translated into “image” and “likeness.” For reference, the English word “image” 

is translated from the Hebrew word “tselem” (Strong’s Number 6754) and 

“likeness” is translated from the Hebrew word “demuwth” (Strong’s Number 

1823). And as Sommer’s words plainly demonstrate, these Hebrew words cannot 

be reduced solely to metaphor but, to the contrary, these terms unavoidably 

denote that God has a body shaped like that of a human being.  

 

The terms used in Genesis 1.26-27, demut and selem, then, pertain specifically 

to the physical contours of God. 68 This becomes especially clear when one 

views the terms in their ancient Semitic context. They are used to refer to 

visible, concrete representations of physical objects, as verses such as 2 Kings 

16.10, Ezekiel 23.14-15, 1 Samuel 6.4-5, and 2 Chronicles 4.3 make clear. 

69…Thus, Gruber paraphrases…Genesis 1.26 plausibly as “like a statue of 

God.” He argues that there is no evidence suggesting we should read these 

terms as somehow metaphorical and abstract. Rather, Genesis 1.26-7, 5.1, 

and 9.6 maintain that human beings are a sort of statue of God; it is for this 

reason that 9.6 insists that their blood should not be shed. 71 – Benjamin D. 

Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, p. 69-70 
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Endnote 68: The conclusion that selem in Genesis 1.26-7 refer to a physical 

shape, and hence to a body, is not limited to modern biblical scholars. Alon 

Goshen-Gottstein points out that classical rabbinic texts (as opposed to 

medieval Jewish exegetes) almost unanimously understand that selem in 

Genesis 1.26-7 as God’s body; see Goshen-Gottstein, “Body,” 173-6. For 

additional evidence, see Lorberbaum, Image, 14-24, 89-101, 278-335. Note 

further that some rabbinic texts see the word demut as interchangeable with 

kabod or temunah; see Exodus Rabbah 23:15 and Sifre Zutato Numbers 112:8, 

and the discussion in Wolfson, Speculum, 47-9. – Benjamin D. Sommer, The 

Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, p. 224 

 

Endnote 69: One might object to my assertion that these words in Genesis 

1:26-7 refer to visible, concrete representations of concrete 

objects…Nevertheless, the combination of the two words in Genesis 1.26-7 in 

all likelihood is intended to stress the concrete sense…In fact, these terms 

have a substantial area of overlap: Both can refer to physical representations 

of a physical object…both terms often include both physicality and similarity 

within their semantic fields. By using both terms (both in Genesis 1.26-7 as 

well as in 5.3), the priestly authors strongly suggest that they intend a 

meaning located in the substantial overlap of the two semantic fields. Hence 

the verse graphically points to a conception of God, angels, and humans as 

physical beings whose physical forms resemble each other. – Benjamin D. 

Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, p. 224-225 

 

As we will see in the next quote, not only does Sommer believe that God has a 

body, but he characterizes this idea as “the standard notion of ancient Israelite 

theology.” In other words, Sommer’s study of ancient Jewish texts has led to the 

conclusion that the idea of God having a body was the “standard” view of Old 

Testament Israelites. But Sommer doesn’t stop there. He goes on to argue that 

God doesn’t just have one body, but in the Hebrew scriptures God is depicted as 

having “more than one personality” and “more than one body.” Although Sommer 

is not a Trinitarian or a Christian, his findings should make perfect sense to a 

Trinitarian. Each Person of God (God the Father, the Word of God, and the Spirit 

of God) have bodily form.  

 

“What I propose to show in this book is that the startling or bizarre idea in the 

Hebrew Bible is something else entirely: not that God has a body – that is the 

standard notion of ancient Israelite theology – but rather that God has many 

bodies located in sundry places in the world that God created. The bulk of this 

book is devoted to two tasks: first, demonstrating that in parts of the Hebrew 

Bible the one God has more than one body (and also, we shall see, more than 

one personality); and second, exploring the implications of this fact for a religion 

based on the Hebrew Bible.” – Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the 

World of Ancient Israel, p. 1 

 

“I hope to uncover a lost biblical perception of God, according to which 

God’s body and self have a mysterious fluidity and multiplicity (Chapter 2). – 

Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, p. 10 
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The quotations above from Sommer are striking to say the least. According to his 

research, ancient Israelites of the Old Testament period shared C.S. Lewis 

perception that God was not “formless.” On the contrary, they believed that God 

not only had a body, but more than one body. For Trinitarian Christians (such as 

ourselves) it is of course not at all surprising to hear that ancient Jewish culture 

believed that God exists as more than one person and has more than one bodily 

form. However, because many Christians, even Trinitarians, have given so little 

consideration to these questions, the idea of each Person of God, including the 

Holy Spirit, residing in a bodily form will probably sound radical, if not outright 

heretical.  

 

Yet it’s not hard to find such depictions in scripture itself. Daniel 9 and 

Revelation 4-5 are but a few prominent examples depicting the Person of the 

Word of God in bodily form while simultaneously depicting the Person of the 

Father also having bodily form.  

 

Daniel 7:9 I beheld till the thrones were cast down, and the Ancient of days did 

sit, whose garment was white as snow, and the hair of his head like the pure 

wool: his throne was like the fiery flame, and his wheels as burning fire…13 I 

saw in the night visions, and, behold, one like the Son of man came with the 

clouds of heaven, and came to the Ancient of days, and they brought him 

near before him. 

 

Here Daniel 9 depicts two Persons of God, one identified by the title “Ancient of 

days” and the other by the title “Son of man.” The title “Son of man” overtly 

denotes the human-like appearance of this Person of God. But the “Ancient of 

days” is also depicted as having a bodily appearance. Not only does the “Ancient 

of days” sit on a throne, but Daniel also describes him wearing a garment and 

having hair. In New Testament Christian identifications, this is clearly the Person 

of the Father seated on the throne and the Person of the Word of God (Jesus 

Christ) approaching on the clouds of heaven. 

 

Revelation 4 and 5 depict a very similar scene to Daniel 7.  

 

Revelation 4:2 And immediately I was in the spirit: and, behold, a throne was 

set in heaven, and one sat on the throne. 3 And he that sat was to look upon like 

a jasper and a sardine stone: and there was a rainbow round about the throne, in 

sight like unto an emerald…5:1 And I saw in the right hand of him that sat on 

the throne a book written within and on the backside, sealed with seven seals. 6 

And I beheld, and, lo, in the midst of the throne and of the four beasts, and in the 

midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as it had been slain, having seven horns and 

seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God sent forth into all the earth. 7 And 

he came and took the book out of the right hand of him that sat upon the 

throne. 

 

Once again, a Person of God is depicted as seated on a throne, which itself 

suggests bodily form. And as we continue reading, we see that this figure on the 
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throne also has hands. Then he is approached by the Lamb of God, an alternate 

title for the Person of the Word of God (Jesus Christ), who approaches and takes a 

book out of the hand of the Person of God who is seated on the throne. 

 

Depictions of the Holy Spirit in bodily form may seem a little harder to come by. 

Although not necessarily entailing a human form, there is a very prominent event 

which does present the Holy Spirit in a bodily form. At Jesus’ baptism, the Holy 

Spirit “descended in a bodily shape like a dove” according to Luke 3:22.  

 

Matthew 3:16 And Jesus, when he was baptized, went up straightway out of the 

water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God 

descending like a dove, and lighting upon him. 

 

Mark 1:10 And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens 

opened, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon him. 

 

Luke 3:22 And the Holy Ghost descended in a bodily shape like a dove upon 

him, and a voice came from heaven, which said, Thou art my beloved Son; in 

thee I am well pleased. 

 

John 1:32 And John bare record, saying, I saw the Spirit descending from 

heaven like a dove, and it abode upon him. 

 

It is worth noting that all four gospels describe the Holy Spirit as “like” a dove. 

We may understandably be inclined to take this phrasing to indicate that the Holy 

Spirit’s form was exactly the shape and appearance of a white bird, or dove. 

However, there are reasons to consider other options as well.  

 

First, the Greek text of all four gospels includes the adverb “hosei” (Strong’s 

number 5616) which is translated into the English word “like.” The basic meaning 

of “hosei” is “as it were, as though, as, like.” While “hosei” can certainly be used 

to convey that the items compared are “exactly alike,” it can also be used in a 

looser sense to merely relate that they are similar in some aspect or fashion, but 

not exactly. Examples of “hosei” being used to convey an approximation or 

similarity occur in various New Testament passages. For instance, in Matthew 

9:36 people are scattered as (“hosei”) sheep. Likewise, Matthew 14:21 states that 

there were about (“hosei”) five thousand men present. And, Matthew 28:3 states 

that Jesus’ clothes are white like (“hosei”) snow. Similar uses of “hosei” can be 

found elsewhere in the New Testament. In each of these verses we know that 

“hosei” is used to convey a similarity of some kind, but not an exact or complete 

correspondence. The people aren’t sheep. They aren’t shaped like sheep. There 

are merely acting like sheep in some fashion. There aren’t precisely five thousand 

men present, but there’s around that number. And Jesus’ clothes aren’t literally 

snow. They are just bright white as snow appears when struck by sunlight.  

 

These uses of “hosei” allows us to consider the possibility that the bodily form of 

the Holy Spirit at Jesus’ baptism should not be taken to mean that he appeared as 

a bird in all respects. Certainly, there are similarities that the authors wished to 
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convey between the Holy Spirit’s descent upon Christ and a bird, but the idea that 

his form was that of a bird is neither the only explanation nor the most reasonable 

explanation.  

 

Second, it is entirely possible that the phrase “like a dove” shouldn’t be taken in 

reference to the bodily form of the Holy Spirit at all, but merely to describe the 

Holy Spirit’s activity in descending from heaven upon Christ. In other words, the 

way the Holy Spirit descended and landed on Christ was similar to the way it 

would look if a bird would soar downward and land on a person. In this scenario, 

“hosei” is being used to compare the Holy Spirit’s action to the behavior of a bird, 

not the Holy Spirit’s shape or appearance. Once again, Matthew 9:36 isn’t 

intending to convey that the people are actually sheep or that they look like sheep. 

It is their behavior or actions that are being compared to sheep. They are scattered 

like sheep are scattered without a shepherd to lead them. Similarly, the Holy 

Spirit’s action of descending down upon Christ may be the only thing that is being 

compared to a bird landing on a person’s shoulder. (It is also worth noting that 

doves and pigeons are, in fact, the same kind of bird. In Luke 2:24, the New 

Testament actually translates the same Greek word as “pigeon.”) 

 

Even in Luke’s account, which is the only account that includes the phrase “in 

bodily form,” it is not clear in English or in Greek whether the phrase “like a 

dove” is intended to modify the verb “descent” or the phrase “bodily form.” If 

“like a dove” describes the bodily form then at least some aspect of the Holy 

Spirit’s form could be said to be dove-like. But, if “like a dove” merely describes 

the “descent,” then it is not necessary to conclude that the Holy Spirit’s form was 

actually that of a dove. In the Greek text of Luke 3:22, the phrase “in bodily 

shape” is translated from two Greek words. The first word is “somatikos” 

(Strong’s number 4984), which means “bodily, corporeal, having a bodily form.” 

The second word is “eidos” (Strong’s Number 1491), which means “the external, 

outward appearance, form, figure, shape, kind.” In the Greek the phrase “like a 

dove” employs two words “hosei,” which means “like,” and “peristera” (Strong’s 

number 4058), which means dove (or pigeon). In the text, the phrase “like a dove” 

is rendered in the accusative declension indicating that it is the direct object of the 

verb. This means that “like a dove” is connected to the action of descending. The 

phrase “in bodily shape (or form)” is rendered in a different declension. It is given 

in the dative, which means that it is the indirect object of the verb. In addition, 

Matthew, Mark, and John all omit the phrase “bodily form” showing that the 

accusative phrase “like a dove” is intended in these texts to describe the verb 

“descent,” not necessarily the Holy Spirit’s bodily form. The same rendering 

occurs in Matthew 9:36 where we see that “like sheep” is intended to describe the 

manner in which the people were scattered, not their appearance. This 

grammatical information certainly allows for the phrase “like a dove” to be a 

description of the Holy Spirit’s behavior of descending rather than describing his 

bodily form. 

 

Third, in the ancient world, pigeons were known and used as a means of carrying 

messages between parties separated by a great distance. According to 

Encyclopedia Britannica and the other sources cited below, carrier pigeons were 
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used in ancient Roman times to “relay the conquest of Gaul to Rome” and were 

also used in ancient Egypt in 2900 BC, in ancient Iraq in 2350 BC, and in the 

“Golden Age of Greece,” which spanned from 500-300 BC.  

 

“Columbiform, Bird – Carrier pigeons were used to relay news of the 

conquest of Gaul to Rome, brought news of Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo to 

England, and were used extensively for message carrying in the two World 

Wars.” – Britannica.com  

 

“As early as the time of King Solomon, 3,000 years ago, the sport of flying 

homing pigeons was well established. During the Golden Age of Greece, news 

of the Olympic Games reached outlying cities through use of these swift 

couriers of the sky.” – Edwin Teale, Mile-a-Minute Pigeons Thrill Millions in 

Races Against Time, Popular Science 128 (Jun, 1936) 

http://blog.modernmechanix.com/mile-a-minute-pigeons-thrill-millions-in-races-

against-time/ 

 

“A great summary is here:  ‘The first known use of pigeons as postal 

messengers was in ancient Egypt. In 2900 B.C.E. in Egypt, incoming ships 

released pigeons as an announcement of important visitors. Around the time 

of Moses, the Egyptian army used carrier pigeons to deliver messages. In 

2350 B.C.E. King Sargon of Akkadia—the present Iraq—ordered each 

messenger to carry a homing pigeon. If the messenger was about to be 

captured, he released the pigeon, which flew back to the palace. Its arrival 

meant another messenger should be sent. Pigeons also bore messages in ancient 

China, Persia, India, and Greece, where the names of Olympic victors were 

carried back to their cities.’ – Sarah Woodbury, Messenger Pigeons in the 

Middle Ages, January 25, 2013, http://www.sarahwoodbury.com/messenger-

pigeons-in-the-middle-ages/ 

 

Given this historic use of pigeons as messengers in the ancient world, the phrase 

“like a dove” is an apt way to describe the role of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ life as 

well as his role in various periods of the scripture. For example, in John 16:7-15, 

Jesus states that when he ascended to the Father, he would send the Holy Spirit to 

his disciples and that the Holy Spirit would relay God’s word to the disciples. 

Consequently, the phrase “like a dove” may not have been intended to describe 

the Holy Spirit’s outward appearance, but to reflect his role in facilitating 

communion between Jesus Christ and the Father. (For more on this topic please 

see our study entitled “The Role of the Holy Spirit.”)  

 

Lastly, we know from scripture that, like birds, the bodily forms of various 

angelic beings also include wings (Exodus 25:20, 37:9, 1 Kings 6:27, 8:6-7, 2 

Chronicles 5:7-8, Isaiah 6:2, Ezekiel 1:6-9, 10:5, and Revelation 4:8). Related to 

this is the fact that, like the Holy Spirit, angels often function in the bible as 

messengers between God and man. In fact, the term angel means “messenger” in 

both Hebrew (“malak,” Strong’s Number 04397) and Greek (“aggelos,” Strong’s 

Number 32). (For more on the role of angels in scripture please see our study 

entitled “Angels as a Network.”) 
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In light of these observations, it is entirely possible that the descriptions of the 

Holy Spirit in the  accounts of Jesus’ baptism were not intend to convey that the 

Holy Spirit appeared in the bodily form of a small white or gray bird such as a 

dove or pigeon. Instead, it seems that the gospel authors used the phrase “like a 

dove” to describe the Holy Spirit’s act of descending on Christ as similar to the 

way a bird might descend or land on a person. In addition, it is also reasonable to 

conclude that the phrase “like a dove” was intended to borrow the imagery of 

pigeons being used to carry messages between distant persons in the ancient 

world in order to reflect the Holy Spirit’s role as a messenger facilitating and 

signifying communion between God the Father and Jesus Christ. In other words, 

though the bodily form of the Holy Spirit may certainly have included wings, it is 

not at all necessary or even likely to conclude that he appeared as a bird. 

(Incidentally, it is not even clear that his form or his wings were white, given the 

fact that not all doves and pigeons are white.) 

 

In any case, the key point for our study is that all four gospel accounts clearly 

describe the Holy Spirit having bodily form.  

 

But this is not the only time that scripture describes the Holy Spirit in bodily 

form. In our Trinity study, we establish in depth that the title “Angel of God” is an 

Old Testament title for the Person of the Word of God prior to his incarnation. 

During the Exodus journey, the text of scripture is clear that Moses interacts “face 

to face” with God. However, we note in that addendum, in Exodus 23:20-23 and 

33:1-2 and 12-15, God tells Moses that an angel who is his presence and who has 

his name in him will go with the Israelites as they enter Promised Land and 

conquer its peoples. It is clear from the text that one Person of God is talking to 

Moses, not about Himself, but about another Person of God. And in any case, 

since John 1:18, 5:37, and 6:46 make it clear that no man has seen the Father at 

any time, the options for Exodus 23 and 33 are limited. For reasons articulated in 

the Trinity Addendum, we believe the Person of God who interacted with Moses 

during the Exodus is the Word of God. He is shown to have bodily form in 

Exodus 33:12-34:8.  

 

By process of elimination, the other Person of God, the one who Moses is told 

would accompany Israel into the Promised Land in Exodus 23 and 33, would then 

have to be the Holy Spirit, which also fits with certain New Testament patterns 

outlined in our Trinity Addendum.  

 

This brings us to another encounter with God in bodily form early in the book of 

Joshua. The Israelites’ conquest of Canaanite Land begins in Joshua 6 with the 

destruction of Jericho. Just before this, in Joshua 5:13-15, Joshua encounters a 

figure identified in the text as “the captain of the host of the Lord” whom Joshua 

worships. The figure is clearly described as appearing like a “man,” having a hand 

and wielding a sword. The rest of the details of the encounter parallel Moses’ 

encounter with the Word (as “the Angel of the Lord”) in Exodus 3:5, including 

Joshua being told to remove his sandals because the ground was holy, just as 

Moses was told when he first encounters God in Exodus 3:5. Consequently, the 
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Person of God in bodily form in Joshua 5 is the Holy Spirit whom Moses was told 

in Exodus 23 and 33 would come and accompany the people of Israel in their 

conquest of the Promised Land.  

 

These scriptural accounts are perfectly consistent with Sommer’s findings 

regarding the ancient Jewish belief that God not only exists as more than one 

Person, but also that God has more than one body. More specifically, in the clarity 

of Trinitarian theology, the one Being of God is comprised of three coeternal 

Persons, each of whom has a body. This, by the way, also explains the plural 

language in Genesis 1:26-27 in which God says, “Let us make man in our image, 

after our likeness.” Here one Person of God is speaking to at least one other 

Person of God and referring to the bodily form they each have. Having examined 

the notion that each Person of the Trinity has a body, we can now move on to 

further consider how this scriptural concept relates to a complete definition of the 

word “spirit.” 

 

 

God’s Body and the Term “Glory”  

 

The word “glory” frequently turns up in passages discussing the resurrection of 

Jesus and the saints. In fact, it typically appears as a description of the resurrected 

body. We see this most plainly in Philippians 3. 

 

Philippians 3:20 For our conversation (4175) is in heaven; from whence also 

we look for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ: 21 Who shall change our vile 

body, that it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body, according to the 

working whereby he is able even to subdue all things unto himself.  

 

Philippians 3:21 explained how Christ “shall change our vile body, that it may be 

fashioned like unto his glorious body.” This “glorious body” is, of course, a 

reference to Christ’s body after his resurrection, not before. We also see this 

“before and after” contrast regarding the resurrection of Jesus in Hebrew 2:9.  

 

Hebrews 2:9 But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels 

for the suffering of death, crowned with glory and honour; that he by the grace 

of God should taste death for every man.  

 

Hebrews begins by describing how Jesus became “a little lower than the angels 

for the suffering of death” but after death he has subsequently been crowned with 

“glory.” “Glory” is a description of Jesus’ post-resurrection state.  

 

In Romans 8, we see multiple references to “glory” as a description of the 

resurrected state.  

 

Romans 8:11 But if the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead dwell 

in you, he that raised up Christ from the dead shall also quicken your mortal 

bodies by his Spirit that dwelleth in you…16 The Spirit itself beareth witness 

with our spirit, that we are the children of God: 17 And if children, then 
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heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with 

him, that we may be also glorified together. 18 For I reckon that the sufferings 

of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be 

revealed in us. 19 For the earnest expectation of the creature waiteth for the 

manifestation of the sons of God. 20 For the creature was made subject to 

vanity (3153), not willingly, but by reason of him who hath subjected the 

same in hope, 21 Because the creature itself also shall be delivered from the 

bondage of corruption (5356) into the glorious liberty of the children of God. 

22 For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain 

together until now. 23 And not only they, but ourselves also, which have the 

firstfruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting for 

the adoption, to wit, the redemption of our body…29 For whom he did 

foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, 

that he might be the firstborn among many brethren. 30 Moreover whom he 

did predestinate, them he also called: and whom he called, them he also justified: 

and whom he justified, them he also glorified. 

 

Notice that verse 11 begins by connecting the resurrection of the saints directly to 

the resurrection of Jesus. This concept becomes a theme for the remaining verses. 

We see it in verses 16-17, which describe the saints as children and “joint-heirs” 

right alongside Jesus Christ. At first glance and on its own that phrasing may not 

seem to directly relate to resurrection, but Jesus’ teaching in Luke 20 shows 

otherwise. In Luke 20:36, Jesus describes those who are resurrected, saying, 

“Neither can they die any more: for they are equal unto the angels; and are the 

children of God, being the children of the resurrection.” Particularly, note that 

Jesus connects our becoming children of God to the resurrection. In light of this 

fact, Paul’s references to the saints as “children” and “joint-heirs” with Christ are 

shown to be a reference to our eventual resurrection.  

 

The rest of the chapter continues to be peppered with references to the 

resurrection of the saints associated with the term “glory.” The end of verse 17, 

Paul uses the word “glory” to describe how we will be “glorified together” with 

Christ. Verse 18 again refers to the “glory which shall be revealed in us” through 

the resurrection. Verses 19-23 describe that we will be “manifest” as “sons of 

God” when we are “delivered from the bondage of corruption” into “the glorious 

liberty of the children of God.” The Greek word for “corruption” is “phthora” 

(Strong’s Number 5356), which means, “destruction, perishing.” So, in this verse 

“glory” is described as freedom from the physical corruption of the body. Paul 

then immediately describes this state of “glorious liberty” from “corruption” as 

our “adoption” at the “redemption of our body.” And finally, verses 29-30 

describe how God will “conform us to the image of his Son, that he might be the 

firstborn among many brethren.” Again, this is a reference to the saints being 

resurrected in the same “fashion” as Christ was, to borrow words from Philippians 

3. As we can see, verse 30 concludes the process of conformity to Christ with the 

saints being “glorified.”  

 

Similarly, 1 Corinthians 15 describes the transformation of the mortal body to a 

resurrected body as well.  
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1 Corinthians 15:42 So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown in 

corruption; it is raised in incorruption: 43 It is sown in dishonour; it is raised 

in glory: it is sown in weakness; it is raised in power: 44 It is sown a natural 

body; it is raised a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual 

body. 

 

Verse 42 clearly identifies that this subject under discussion is the resurrection of 

the dead. Throughout the passage, the word “sown” employs the metaphor of 

sowing seed into the soil as a reference to the burial of a dead body. Verse 43 

explains that the body is “raised in glory” while verses 42 and 44 equate the 

resurrected state with being “incorruptible” and having a “spiritual body.”  

 

Since we’ve now seen this term “glory” directly and repeatedly associated with 

the resurrected body of Christ and the resurrected body of the saints, we should 

take a few moments to explore the significance of that fact regarding our overall 

topic.  

 

As we begin, it is important to cover two basic vocabulary items. Number one, in 

all of these verses (Philippians 3, Hebrews 2, Romans 8, 1 Corinthians 15) the 

Greek word for “glory” is “doxa” (Strong’s Number 1391). Thayer’s Lexicon 

notes that “doxa” is used “As a translation of the Hebr. בוֹד  in a use foreign to ,כָּ

Grk. writ. [W. 32], splendor, brightness.” This leads to our next point. The 

Hebrew word “בוֹד   .can be transliterated as “kabod” (Strong’s Number 3519) ”,כָּ

 

Below is an internlinear comparison showing the Hebrew text of Exodus 33:18, in 

which Moses asks God, “I beseech thee, shew me thy glory.”  
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As we can see, the Hebrew word for “glory” is “kabod.” Moreover, at the very 

bottom of the interlinear entry we find the Greek rendering of this same verse in 

the Septuagint, in which the word “doxa” (in Greek, “δόξαν”) appears as the 

translation for “kabod.” This verse demonstrates what Thayer’s Concordance 

summarily explained. The Greek word “doxa” is used in the New Testament as an 

equivalent of the Old Testament Hebrew word “kabod.” 

 

In our History of Judaism Study, we examine ancient Jewish views concerning 

the nature of God. We discuss the work of Jewish scholar Dr. Benjamin D. 

Sommer at length. In his book, “The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient 

Israel,” Dr. Sommer spends a lot of time describing the ancient Jewish perception 

of the Hebrew term that is often translated as God’s “glory” in the Old Testament. 

Here are some particularly relevant excerpts from Dr. Sommer, starting with a 

comment on the Hebrew word “kabod.” 

 

God’s name and God’s Glory in the Hebrew Bible – Priestly and deuteronomic 

traditions make distinctive use of two terms that refer to divine presence in 

various parts of the Hebrew Bible: (kabod, usually translated as “Glory”) 

appears often in the former, and (shem, or “name”) in the latter. – Benjamin D. 

Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, p. 58-59 

  

Here in this first excerpt, Dr. Sommer makes a comment that relates directly to 

our current inquiry. He refers to the Hebrew term “kabod,” which he says is 

“usually translated as ‘Glory.’” He also notes that the Hebrew Bible intended this 

“Glory” to refer to the “divine presence” of God. In the next quote, Dr. Sommer 
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will explain more detail about the specific meaning of “kabod” in the Old 

Testament.  

 

“But in most biblical texts the divine kabod refers to a divine attribute, 

whether a concrete one that embodies God’s presence but does not exhaust it 

(i.e., a hypostasis) or an abstract characteristic, such as the honor due to the 

deity or the moral qualities the deity expresses….In a great many passages, it is 

difficult to say whether kabod refers to some substantial thing (that is, God’s 

literal physical presence) or whether the term is used metaphorically of the 

honor due to God…Many texts associate the kabod with the fire and 

lightning that accompany Yhwh’s theophany; for example, throughout 

Psalm 29. The consistent tendency of many of these ambiguous texts to 

associate God’s kabod with light, fire, and brightness (e.g., Deuteronomy 

5.20; Isaiah 6.3, 24.23, 60.2, 62.2; Zechariah 2.9) suggests that, even when the 

term is used metaphorically, a more substantial usage stands in the 

background. – Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of 

Ancient Israel, p. 61-62 

 

In the excerpt above, we see Dr. Sommer introduce a dilemma involving the use 

of the Hebrew word “kabod” in the Old Testament. As Dr. Sommer explains, 

sometimes the term “kabod” seems to refer to an abstract characteristic “such as 

the honor due” to God. But he goes on to describe that other times, the biblical 

texts use the term “kabod” to refer, not to an abstract quality, but to something 

more “concrete.” When used in this concrete sense, Sommer notes that “kabod” 

refers to “some substantial thing” such as “God’s literal physical presence.” And 

he clarifies that even when “kabod” is used to denote an abstract quality like 

“honor,” it does so “metaphorically.” In other words, the literal meaning of 

“kabod” has to do with the concrete, substantial, physical presence.  

 

But Dr. Sommer does not stop there. In the next quote, he specifically outlines 

evidence that demonstrates the Hebrew term “kabod” not only “can refer to a 

body” but in some passages it is applied to God in a way that must refer to a body. 

Passages in which the Hebrew term “kabod” (or “glory”) must refer to a body are 

of particular interest since our current study is investigating instances when the 

New Testament describes the resurrected body of the saints in terms of “glory.” 

Even more interesting perhaps is Sommer’s description of the substance of God’s 

“body” as depicted in the Hebrew Bible.  

 

The word kabod in biblical Hebrew can simply mean “body, substance.” 

Especially clear cases of this meaning are found in several cases of poetic 

parallelism” “It will come to pass at that time: Jacob’s kabod will wither, And 

the fat on his flesh will waste away.” (Isaiah 17.4) “Therefore my heart 

rejoices, My kabod delights, Indeed, my flesh remains confident.” (Psalm 

16.9) Several other texts use the term in the same manner: These include 

Genesis 49.6, Psalm 7.6, and Isaiah 10.3-4, 10.16, and 22.18. Consequently, 

one might suppose that Yhwh’s kabod can simply refer to God’s body. 

Biblical texts that use the term kabod to refer to God’s physical presences do not 

all imagine the kabod as having any one form, appearance, or size. Nevertheless 
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many Israelites (like their Mesopotamian neighbors) conceived of the divine 

body as stunningly bright or surrounded by an extraordinary radiance. 

Consequently, we would expect the kabod or God’s body to be made of or 

surrounded by an intense fire. Indeed, the kabod is clearly a substantial, 

blazing thing in the old fragment preserved in 1 Kings 8.11-12: “The priests 

could not stand to serve because of the cloud, for Yhwh’s kabod had filled 

Yhwh’s house. Then Solomon said, ‘Yhwh resolved to dwell in the dark midst.’” 

The kabod is surrounded by a cloud of smoke that protects people nearby, in this 

case preventing the priests from entering the sanctuary. Similarly, the kabod 

must refer to God’s body in Exodus 33.18-23: It moves, and it has a face, a 

hand, and a back. (It is not clear in this passage, however, whether kabod is 

extraordinarily bright.) Some translators evade the anthropomorphism 

involved in recognizing that kabod means God’s body by translating it as 

“Presence” or “divine Presence” instead (see for example, NJPS), but as 

David Aaron has noted, the phrase “divine Presence” does not adequately 

translate the term kabod in these verses (or, for that matter, anywhere else). 

Aaron points out that such a translation makes no sense in Exodus 33.18, in 

which Moses requests to see God’s kabod: “What could the ancients have 

meant by ‘seeing a Presence?’…Why would someone standing in the 

presence of someone else request to see their ‘presence’?” Rather, the term 

must refer to a body that is somehow hidden from sight of those nearby – 

that is, to the dangerously visible body surrounded by the cloud that prevents 

those nearby from seeing it directly. The cloud encircling the kabod is in fact 

mentioned explicitly in the continuation of this passage in Exodus 34.5. In 

short, God’s kabod in several non-priestly biblical texts means God’s body and, 

more specifically in many passages, God’s intensely bright body, which is 

normally surrounded by a cloud. – Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God 

and the World of Ancient Israel, p. 60-61 

 

As we can see, Sommer recounts how the Old Testament depicts God’s body as 

“stunningly bright or surrounded by an extraordinary radiance.” This sounds 

exactly like the description of Jesus’ appearance during his transfiguration, which 

we discussed in an earlier segment above (Matthew 17:1-2, Mark 9:2-3, Luke 

9:28-29). At the time, we characterized the transfiguration as a preview of Jesus’ 

glorious, resurrected body (as well as a revealing of his true divine nature). Now, 

we’re starting to see the full picture. New Testament authors used the term 

“glory” to refer to the resurrected body because they were intentionally 

connecting it to the ancient Jewish descriptions of God’s body as recorded in the 

Old Testament.  

 

We must continue to keep in mind that “kabod” is “usually translated as ‘Glory.’” 

In the next quote, Sommer also remarks that “God’s body differs from the body of 

a human or an animal.”  

 

Sommer again describes the substance of God’s “glory” saying that sometimes 

the “kabod consists of unspeakably bright light.” This sounds very similar to a 

phrase Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 15 when describing the resurrected body. 
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We have seen that the term kabod in biblical Hebrew can refer to a body and 

that this term is often associated with the conflagrations, intense light, smoke, 

and clouds associated with God’s very self. For P, God’s body differs from 

the body of a human or an animal: The kabod consists of unspeakably bright 

light, and for this reason, it is surrounded by a cloud. Normally, this cloud 

protects humans, so that they see only some of the kabod’s deadly brightness 

as it shines through the cloud. Thus, P informs us in Exodus 24.16-17, 

“Yhwh’s kabod rested on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six 

days….The appearance of Yhwh’s kabod was like a devouring fire at the 

summit of the mountain visible to the children of Israel.” – Benjamin D. 

Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, p. 68 

 

In 1 Corinthians 15:35, Paul poses the question regarding the resurrected, “with 

what body do they come?” As he answers that question in verse 39, he says “All 

flesh is not the same flesh: but there is one kind of flesh of men, another flesh of 

beasts, another of fishes, and another of birds.” Note that neither Paul nor 

Sommer is asserting that God’s body is different from men or animals because 

God’s body is devoid of substance or isn’t physical. Rather, God’s body is 

physical just like men and animals have physical bodies. Its substance is just of a 

different quality and characteristic than the substance of mortal bodies of men and 

animals. Once again, Sommer explains how the substance of God’s body differs 

from the bodies of men and animals, saying specifically, “God’s body differs 

from the body of a human or an animal; The kabod consists of unspeakably bright 

light.” Sommer’s phrasing here echoes another comment from Paul in 1 

Corinthians 15, although perhaps unintentionally. In 1 Corinthians 15:40-41, right 

after his reference to the bodies of beasts, fish, and birds, Paul refers to the bodies 

of astronomical objects such as the sun, moon, and stars, which are also known 

for their brightness. 

 

Our study on the History of Judaism has much more to say on this topic, as does 

Sommer. But these excerpts are sufficient to make the necessary point regarding 

our current investigation. When the New Testament describes Jesus’ resurrected 

body as glorious or the body of resurrected saints as glorious, it is not merely a 

poetic reference to honor. Of course, the resurrected body is more honorable, but 

the authors are specifically telling us something about the substance of the 

resurrected bodies. To answer Paul’s question from 1 Corinthians 15, “with what 

bodies do the resurrected come?” They come with bodies made of a surpassing 

substance, one that is even capable of exhibiting exceeding brightness. These are 

descriptions of the material that the resurrected body is composed of, which in 

turn demonstrates the physical nature of the substance commonly called “spirit” 

by Paul and other New Testament authors. And the powerful, energized 

characteristics of this substance tie directly into statements like Philippians 3:21, 

which explain that Christ is “shall change our vile body, that it may be fashioned 

like unto his glorious body, according to the working whereby he is able even to 

subdue all things unto himself.”  

 

The examination of this term “glory” provides valuable insight into the meaning 

of the term “spirit.” Given passages like 1 Corinthians 15:42-44, which describe 
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the resurrected body as having “glory” and being a “spiritual body,” it is natural 

to understand this “glory” to be a property of spirit and, therefore, of the spiritual 

body.  

 

 

Without the Body What Does a Spirit Look Like?  

 

Very early on in this investigation, we demonstrated that God created Adam by 

bringing together two components, a body molded from the soil of the earth and 

an impartation of spirit that was breathed into the molded, earthen body. In 

another early section, we also established that the terms “soul” and “spirit” are 

distinct from one another. And in that same section, we also examined 1 Kings 17 

in which the “soul” and “spirit” were said to have departed the body after death. 

In our most recent two segments, we’ve also reviewed the findings of Jewish 

scholar Dr. Benjamin Sommer who demonstrated that the text of Genesis 1:26-27 

requires the conclusion that the body of man so resembles the arrangement of 

God’s body that “human beings are a sort of statue of God.”  

 

Now that we’ve also demonstrated that scripture not only depicts the Persons of 

God as existing in bodily form but also that the ancient Israelites had a fairly 

specific concept of the substance of God’s bodies, we can move on to a related 

question with regard to the human spirit. In other words, is it just the human body 

that is arranged in a figural form similar to God’s form, or is the human spirit also 

arranged as a figure? In short, does the human spirit look like a human body?  

 

And while such questions may at first seem trivial, they are relevant. For instance, 

if we are going to consider whether or not a human being continues to exist after 

the death of the body, particularly before the resurrection, then it would be 

enormously helpful to have something more than a mere vague or abstract 

concept of exactly what might continue to exist. Is it just a disembodied mind 

floating formlessly through space or heaven? Is it a vapor or puff of smoke? Or 

does scripture provide a basis for a more concrete conceptualization? 

 

First, this question must be viewed against a larger, scriptural backdrop. We have 

already seen that God is always depicted in bodily form (whenever God is 

depicted in scripture). Likewise, as we will now show, angels are also described 

as existing in a bodily form. This is important for our current study because, 

unlike humans, angels do not have bodies made from the soil of the earth. Every 

indication in the scripture depicts them as beings solely comprised of spirit. The 

implication is that just because a being does not have a body made of soil does not 

mean that being lacks bodily form. Consequently, if we can establish that not only 

God is arranged bodily despite the fact that God is spirit, but also that other spirits 

are also arranged bodily, then we’ll have strong precedent when it comes to the 

question of how disembodied human spirits might look.  

 

Fortunately, when it comes to angels the bible provides plenty of evidence 

regarding their bodily form.  
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Number one, in Genesis 18-19 Abraham receives a visit from what the text 

describes as “three men.”  

 

Genesis 18:1 And the LORD appeared unto him in the plains of Mamre: and 

he sat in the tent door in the heat of the day; 2 And he lift up his eyes and 

looked, and, lo, three men stood by him: and when he saw them, he ran to 

meet them from the tent door, and bowed himself toward the ground…7 And 

Abraham ran unto the herd, and fetcht a calf tender and good, and gave it unto a 

young man; and he hasted to dress it. 8 And he took butter, and milk, and the 

calf which he had dressed, and set it before them; and he stood by them 

under the tree, and they did eat…22 And the men turned their faces from 

thence, and went toward Sodom: but Abraham stood yet before the 

LORD…19:1 And there came two angels to Sodom at even; and Lot sat in the 

gate of Sodom: and Lot seeing them rose up to meet them; and he bowed himself 

with his face toward the ground;… 4 But before they lay down, the men of the 

city, even the men of Sodom, compassed the house round, both old and young, all 

the people from every quarter: 5 And they called unto Lot, and said unto him, 

Where are the men which came in to thee this night? 

 

As we read the encounter, we find that one of the three is God and the other two 

are angels. These two angels are sent down to Sodom in chapter 19:1. Over the 

course of the encounter, God and the two angels not only eat, but the two angels 

go down to Sodom where the inhabitants of the city mistake them for two 

ordinary men. There is no doubt that both God and the angels had bodily form in 

this encounter.  

 

Number two, in Zechariah 2:1-2 the prophet describes seeing “a man with a 

measuring line in his hand.” Verse 3 clarifies that both of these figures are 

actually angels, yet they are arranged bodily just as humans are. 

 

Zechariah 2:1 I lifted up mine eyes again, and looked, and behold a man with 

a measuring line in his hand. 2 Then said I, Whither goest thou? And he said 

unto me, To measure Jerusalem, to see what is the breadth thereof, and what is 

the length thereof. 3 And, behold, the angel that talked with me went forth, 

and another angel went out to meet him. 

 

Number three, the book of Daniel is filled with interaction from angels. In Daniel 

5:5, the fingers of a man’s hand write on the palace wall but the rest of the arm 

and body remain unseen. This is most likely an angel and yet the visible 

manifestation of him has a hand. The natural inference is that, although invisible, 

out from the hand extends the rest of the arm and bodily form.  

 

Daniel 5:5 In the same hour came forth fingers of a man‘s hand, and wrote 

over against the candlestick upon the plaister of the wall of the king’s palace: and 

the king saw the part of the hand that wrote. 

 

In Daniel 8:15-18, 9:21, 10:5-6 and 18, and 12:5-8 Daniel has multiple encounters 

with angels.  
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Daniel 8:15 And it came to pass, when I, even I Daniel, had seen the vision, and 

sought for the meaning, then, behold, there stood before me as the 

appearance of a man. 16 And I heard a man‘s voice between the banks of Ulai, 

which called, and said, Gabriel, make this man to understand the vision. 17 So 

he came near where I stood: and when he came, I was afraid, and fell upon my 

face: but he said unto me, Understand, O son of man: for at the time of the end 

shall be the vision. 18 Now as he was speaking with me, I was in a deep sleep on 

my face toward the ground: but he touched me, and set me upright. 

 

Daniel 9:21 Yea, whiles I was speaking in prayer, even the man Gabriel, whom 

I had seen in the vision at the beginning, being caused to fly swiftly, touched 

me about the time of the evening oblation. 

 

Daniel 10:5 Then I lifted up mine eyes, and looked, and behold a certain man 

clothed in linen, whose loins were girded with fine gold of Uphaz: 6 His body 

also was like the beryl, and his face as the appearance of lightning, and his 

eyes as lamps of fire, and his arms and his feet like in colour to polished 

brass, and the voice of his words like the voice of a multitude. 

 

Daniel 10:18 Then there came again and touched me one like the appearance 

of a man, and he strengthened me. 

 

These texts from Daniel frequently describe the angels either as “appearing like 

men” or simply as “men.” It is clear that they have bodily form. In chapter 10, 

Daniel describes the body, face, eyes, arms, and feet of one of the angels. In 

chapter 12, an angel is described as being clothed in linen, which infers that he 

has a body for the clothes to be worn on. In Daniel 8:18, 9:21, and 10:8-9, the 

angel even touches Daniel, showing that there is some form of mass or tangible 

matter to the angel, which in its own right is something that deserves to be noted.  

 

These are but a few of many examples that could be cited in which angels are 

depicted as having bodily form, even though that bodily form is not made from 

earthly soil as Adam’s was. In point of fact, the angelic bodily form is a “spiritual 

body,” or body comprised of spirit, which we have already seen Paul describe in 1 

Corinthians 15:42-44. We’ll discuss the biblical similarity between angels and 

resurrected humans in detail later on, but for now it is simply worth noting that 

the bodily appearance of the angels in scripture does not necessitate that they have 

bodies fashioned from the soil as Adam did. To be sure, the description of the 

material of angelic bodies is at times notably different from the appearance of 

human skin and angels sometimes have wings, etc. But the structure of their form 

consists of familiar features such as a torso, hands, arms, faces, eyes and feet.  

 

Second, there are several places in scripture where the texts provides descriptions 

of the disembodied spirits of someone who has died. In 1 Samuel 28, King Saul of 

Israel has a witch bring up the spirit of the deceased prophet Samuel. Samuel’s 

spirit is described as having the appearance of an old man wearing a mantle.  
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1 Samuel 28:7 Then said Saul unto his servants, Seek me a woman that hath a 

familiar spirit, that I may go to her, and enquire of her. And his servants said 

to him, Behold, there is a woman that hath a familiar spirit at Endor…11 

Then said the woman, Whom shall I bring up unto thee? And he said, Bring 

me up Samuel. 12 And when the woman saw Samuel, she cried with a loud 

voice: and the woman spake to Saul, saying, Why hast thou deceived me? for thou 

art Saul. 13 And the king said unto her, Be not afraid: for what sawest thou? 

And the woman said unto Saul, I saw gods ascending out of the earth. 14 And 

he said unto her, What form is he of? And she said, An old man cometh up; 

and he is covered with a mantle. And Saul perceived that it was Samuel, and he 

stooped with his face to the ground, and bowed himself. 

 

In Luke 16, Jesus tells a parable in which two men die and are taken by angels to 

the place of the dead.  

 

Luke 16:19 There was a certain rich man, which was clothed in purple and fine 

linen, and fared sumptuously every day: 20 And there was a certain beggar 

named Lazarus, which was laid at his gate, full of sores, 21 And desiring to be 

fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich man’s table: moreover the dogs came 

and licked his sores. 22 And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was 

carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom: the rich man also died, and was 

buried; 23 And in Hell he lift up his eyes, being in torments, and seeth 

Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom. 24 And he cried and said, Father 

Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his 

finger in water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame. 25 But 

Abraham said, Son, remember that thou in thy lifetime receivedst thy good things, 

and likewise Lazarus evil things: but now he is comforted, and thou art tormented. 

26 And beside all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they 

which would pass from hence to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that 

would come from thence. 27 Then he said, I pray thee therefore, father, that thou 

wouldest send him to my father’s house: 28 For I have five brethren; that he may 

testify unto them, lest they also come into this place of torment. 29 Abraham saith 

unto him, They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them. 30 And he said, 

Nay, father Abraham: but if one went unto them from the dead, they will repent. 

31 And he said unto him, If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will 

they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead. 

 

As we can see from the text, the two dead men are depicted as recognizable to one 

another, which naturally implies that their spirits look similar to their bodies. And 

they are described as having standard bodily features such as eyes, fingers, and 

tongues. Moreover, just as we saw in Daniel, this passage depicts angels as being 

able to touch the spirits of the dead. Verse 22 describes how angels carry the spirit 

of one of the dead men to be near to Abraham. This again infers that not only do 

angels have some type of mass or tangible material to them, but also that the spirit 

of the dead man did as well. It may not be a body of earthly soil, but the dead 

man’s spirit seems to be touchable by other spirit beings, such as angels. 
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In Revelation 6:9, John describes seeing saints who were killed for their belief in 

the word of God. In verse 11, these saints are told to wait because there were 

more men who were yet to be killed for being God’s faithful servants.  

 

Revelation 6:9 And when he had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the 

souls of them that were slain for the word of God, and for the testimony which 

they held: 10 And they cried with a loud voice, saying, How long, O Lord, holy 

and true, dost thou not judge and avenge our blood on them that dwell on the 

earth? 11 And white robes were given unto every one of them; and it was said 

unto them, that they should rest yet for a little season, until their 

fellowservants also and their brethren, that should be killed as they were, 

should be fulfilled. 

 

In Revelation 20:4, John again states that he saw those who had been killed for 

the word of God. But this time, their waiting for justice is over. They are 

rewarded with resurrection and the right to reign with Christ, while the devil is 

imprisoned.  

 

Revelation 20:2 And he laid hold on the dragon, that old serpent, which is the 

Devil, and Satan, and bound him a thousand years, 3 And cast him into the 

bottomless pit, and shut him up, and set a seal upon him, that he should deceive 

the nations no more, till the thousand years should be fulfilled: and after that he 

must be loosed a little season. 4 And I saw thrones, and they sat upon them, and 

judgment was given unto them: and I saw the souls of them that were beheaded 

for the witness of Jesus, and for the word of God, and which had not 

worshipped the beast, neither his image, neither had received his mark upon their 

foreheads, or in their hands; and they lived and reigned with Christ a thousand 

years. 5 But the rest of the dead lived not again until the thousand years were 

finished. This is the first resurrection. 

 

Since these saints are not resurrected in chapter 6, we must ask what John is 

seeing. We know that he is not seeing them in mortal, earthly bodies because they 

are dead. And we know he is not seeing them in resurrected, spiritual bodies 

because they aren’t resurrected until later as described in chapter 20. What then is 

he seeing of these souls, these beings? He is seeing their spirits, which is all that 

remains of their beings (or “souls”) as they await the resurrection of their bodies. 

It is not difficult for John to see them or to know what they are because their form 

is not abstract. Although disembodied spirits, they are still arranged in bodily 

form, which is perfectly in line with what has been seen from 1 Samuel 28 and 

Luke 16.  

 

Lastly, we return to Luke 24, a passage we examined earlier with regard to the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 

Luke 24:33 And they rose up the same hour, and returned to Jerusalem, and 

found the eleven gathered together, and them that were with them, 34 

Saying, The Lord is risen indeed, and hath appeared to Simon. 35 And they 

told what things were done in the way, and how he was known of them in 
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breaking of bread. 36 And as they thus spake, Jesus himself stood in the midst 

of them, and saith unto them, Peace be unto you. 37 But they were terrified and 

affrighted, and supposed that they had seen a spirit. 38 And he said unto 

them, Why are ye troubled? and why do thoughts arise in your hearts? 39 

Behold my hands and my feet, that it is I myself: handle me, and see; for a 

spirit hath not flesh and bones, as ye see me have. 40 And when he had thus 

spoken, he shewed them his hands and his feet. 41 And while they yet 

believed not for joy, and wondered, he said unto them, Have ye here any 

meat? 42 And they gave him a piece of a broiled fish, and of an honeycomb. 

43 And he took it, and did eat before them. 

 

As we noted earlier, verse 34 informs us that reports had already begun to 

circulate that Jesus was risen from the dead. Yet, his followers had trouble 

accepting this possibility. So, when Jesus appears suddenly to a group of them in 

verses 36-37, their initial presumption is that, rather than being bodily resurrected, 

Jesus is a “spirit.” We also noted earlier that although it is possible to suppose that 

the term “spirit” here is intended to convey that the disciples thought they were 

seeing an angel or a wicked spirit, there is really no reason to do so. From 

passages like Romans 8:16, 1 Corinthians 2:11, and 1 Thessalonians 5:23, we 

already known that Jewish people of Jesus’ day believed each human being has a 

spirit, just as we all have bodies. The simplest explanation is that they perceived 

they were seeing Jesus’ disembodied human spirit after his death. And by eating 

and letting them examine his body, including his feeling his skin and bones, Jesus 

proves that his body has been resurrected and he was not merely a disembodied 

spirit. 

 

For our current purposes, the intriguing detail here is that the disciples seem to 

recognize Jesus. Sure, they are afraid when the see him, as anyone would be if 

they thought they were being visited by the spirit of a dead friend or relative. But 

even when they think Jesus’ is merely a disembodied spirit, they still see him 

arranged in bodily form with hands and feet, etc. Yet the fact that Jesus had hands 

and feet did not automatically deter them from thinking he was a disembodied 

spirit. In other words, the Jewish men who were Jesus’ followers expected 

disembodied spirits to retain bodily form.  

 

John’s account of similar events affirms these conclusions. 

 

John 20:19 Then the same day at evening, being the first day of the week, when 

the doors were shut where the disciples were assembled for fear of the Jews, 

came Jesus and stood in the midst, and saith unto them, Peace be unto you. 20 

And when he had so said, he shewed unto them his hands and his side. Then 

were the disciples glad, when they saw the Lord…24 But Thomas, one of the 

twelve, called Didymus, was not with them when Jesus came. 25 The other 

disciples therefore said unto him, We have seen the Lord. But he said unto 

them, Except I shall see in his hands the print of the nails, and put my finger 

into the print of the nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I will not believe. 

26 And after eight days again his disciples were within, and Thomas with them: 

then came Jesus, the doors being shut, and stood in the midst, and said, Peace 
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be unto you. 27 Then saith he to Thomas, Reach hither thy finger, and behold 

my hands; and reach hither thy hand, and thrust it into my side: and be not 

faithless, but believing. 

 

According to John 20, one on occasion Jesus visits his disciples after his 

resurrection but Thomas is not present. Despite the disciples’ testimony, Thomas 

still doubts that Jesus has risen from the dead. More importantly, Thomas declares 

what specific kind of proof it would require to convince him that Jesus was risen 

from the dead. Thomas insists that he will need to touch the former wounds from 

the crucifixion that he expected to still be evident on Jesus’ hands and torso.  

 

The really intriguing insight provided by John’s account is that the other disciples 

had already identified the visitor as Jesus. And they had already seen the wounds 

in his hands and torso according to verse 20, although the text suggest they had 

not touched the wounds. There is no indication whatsoever that Thomas doubted 

their identification of the visitor as Jesus or that Thomas denied they saw his 

hands and torso where the wounds would have been. Consequently, Thomas’ 

doubt appears to strictly be about the need to touch the body of Jesus, not just see 

it. And most importantly, for Thomas the fact that the visitor appeared to have 

hands, feet, and a torso, and even recognizably look like Jesus were insufficient to 

disprove this was a mere disembodied spirit. Thomas’ doubts confirm the Jewish 

understanding that spirits retained a bodily figure or form and even looked like 

the deceased individual.  

 

Consequently, passages like 1 Samuel 28, Luke 16, Revelation 6 and 20, and 

Luke 24 all confirm the Jewish perception that the disembodied spirits of the 

deceased retained a bodily figure. 

 

Of course, this raises an interesting question. Perhaps God or the angels just 

assumed a bodily human form for the purpose of their visits with men over the 

course of history. For that matter, perhaps the accounts in 1 Samuel 28, Luke 16, 

and Revelation 6 and 20 were not intended literally by their authors. While these 

suggestions remain theoretically possible, the real question is where is the biblical 

evidence asserting that spirit beings like God and angels are not still arranged in a 

bodily figure? Likewise, where is the biblical evidence asserting that disembodied 

spirits lack a bodily figure?  

 

We should also take a few moments to discuss Deuteronomy 4. Deuteronomy 4 

contains language that might seem to suggest that God has not body or bodily 

form. This chapter recounts God descending to Mount Sinai (Horeb) and giving 

the Mosaic Law to Israel as they travelled from Egypt to the Promised Land. 

 

Deuteronomy 4:10 Specially the day that thou stoodest before the LORD thy 

God in Horeb, when the LORD said unto me, Gather me the people together, and 

I will make them hear my words, that they may learn to fear me all the days that 

they shall live upon the earth, and that they may teach their children. 11 And ye 

came near and stood under the mountain; and the mountain burned with fire 

unto the midst of heaven, with darkness, clouds, and thick darkness. 12 And 
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the LORD spake unto you out of the midst of the fire: ye heard the voice of 

the words, but saw no similitude (08544); only ye heard a voice. 13 And he 

declared unto you his covenant, which he commanded you to perform, even ten 

commandments; and he wrote them upon two tables of stone. 14 And the LORD 

commanded me at that time to teach you statutes and judgments, that ye might do 

them in the land whither ye go over to possess it. 15 Take ye therefore good 

heed unto yourselves; for ye saw no manner of similitude (08544) on the day 

that the LORD spake unto you in Horeb out of the midst of the fire: 16 Lest 

ye corrupt yourselves, and make you a graven image, the similitude of any 

figure, the likeness of male or female, 17 The likeness of any beast that is on 

the earth, the likeness of any winged fowl that flieth in the air, 18 The 

likeness of any thing that creepeth on the ground, the likeness of any fish that 

is in the waters beneath the earth: 19 And lest thou lift up thine eyes unto 

heaven, and when thou seest the sun, and the moon, and the stars, even all the host 

of heaven, shouldest be driven to worship them, and serve them, which the LORD 

thy God hath divided unto all nations under the whole heaven. 

 

Verses 12 and 15 declare that when God came down to Mount Sinai (Horeb), the 

people did not see his “similitude.” The word translated as “similitude” is the 

Hebrew noun “temuwnah” (Strong’s number 08544). It means “form, likeness, 

representation, semblance.” At first glance, it might be tempting to take these 

statements as a declaration that God has no body or form. However, it is 

important to note that the text is simply stating that the people didn’t see God’s 

form. And, there is more than one possible reason that they didn’t see his form. 

One possibility is that God has no form. Another is that God has a bodily form, 

but the people were prevented from seeing it by something which obscured their 

view. Information in Deuteronomy 4 as well as other passages written by Moses 

establish that the second of these explanations is the one intended here by Moses. 

There was something obscuring the people’s view of God. 

 

Exodus 19 also provides an account of God’s descend onto Mount Sinai. Like 

Deuteronomy 4, Exodus 19 reports that when the Lord descended there was fire, 

smoke, and a cloud all over the mountain (Exodus 19:16, 18; Deuteronomy 4:11-

12). However, verses 20 and 21 plainly state God’s clear intention to use the fire 

in order to prevent the people from gazing upon him. As both passages indicate, 

God issued strict commands that the people remain at the base of the mountain, 

away from his presence at the top of the mountain. God spoke to them from 

within the fire, smoke, and clouds (Deuteronomy 4:15). All of this would not have 

been necessary if the Lord had no bodily form to be seen. On the contrary, there 

would be nothing for the people to see. But God was concerned that the people 

would break through the smoke, clouds, and fire and see him. It is clear then that 

the Lord had a bodily form, but he prevented the people from seeing it by the 

presence of the fire, smoke, and clouds on the mountain. And this is why Moses 

reminded the people in Deuteronomy 4:15 that “ye saw no manner of similitude 

on the day that the LORD spake unto you in Horeb out of the midst of the fire.” 

Moses’ statement was in no way intended to indicate that God did not have a 

bodily form. 
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Exodus 19:16 And it came to pass on the third day in the morning, that there 

were thunders and lightnings, and a thick cloud upon the mount, and the voice 

of the trumpet exceeding loud; so that all the people that was in the camp 

trembled. 17 And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet with 

God; and they stood at the nether part of the mount. 18 And mount Sinai was 

altogether on a smoke, because the LORD descended upon it in fire: and the 

smoke thereof ascended as the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mount 

quaked greatly. 19 And when the voice of the trumpet sounded long, and waxed 

louder and louder, Moses spake, and God answered him by a voice. 20 And the 

LORD came down upon mount Sinai, on the top of the mount: and the 

LORD called Moses up to the top of the mount; and Moses went up. 21 And 

the LORD said unto Moses, Go down, charge the people, lest they break 

through unto the LORD to gaze, and many of them perish. 22 And let the 

priests also, which come near to the LORD, sanctify themselves, lest the LORD 

break forth upon them. 23 And Moses said unto the LORD, The people cannot 

come up to mount Sinai: for thou chargedst us, saying, Set bounds about the 

mount, and sanctify it. 24 And the LORD said unto him, Away, get thee down, 

and thou shalt come up, thou, and Aaron with thee: but let not the priests and the 

people break through to come up unto the LORD, lest he break forth upon them. 

 

In fact, Exodus continues its chronicle of God’s descent on Mount Sinai over the 

course of several chapters. And chapter 33 confirms that God does have a bodily 

form. In verse 18 of chapter 33, Moses specifically asks to see God’s glory. As we 

discussed earlier, the word translated as “glory” here is the Hebrew word “kabod” 

(Strong’s number 03519). As the account of Exodus 33 continues, God does 

indeed grant Moses request and then God passes by Moses allowing Moses to see 

God’s back. However, the text states that God’s hand covered Moses’ eyes so that 

Moses couldn’t see God’s face (Exodus 33:19-23). The passage clearly refers to 

God’s torso, hands, and a face.  

 

Likewise, when speaking of the unique nature of God’s close interaction with 

Moses, Numbers 12:8-9 confirms that, unlike the people of Israel at the base of 

Mount Sinai, Moses did, in fact, see God’s bodily form. Verse 8 even states that 

Moses saw God’s “similitude” or “form,” using the same Hebrew word 

“temuwnah,” 08544 that is translated in Deuteronomy 4:12 and 15. 

 

Numbers 12:4 And the LORD spake suddenly unto Moses, and unto Aaron, and 

unto Miriam, Come out ye three unto the tabernacle of the congregation. And they 

three came out. 5 And the LORD came down in the pillar of the cloud, and stood 

in the door of the tabernacle, and called Aaron and Miriam: and they both came 

forth. 6 And he said, Hear now my words: If there be a prophet among you, I the 

LORD will make myself known unto him in a vision, and will speak unto him in a 

dream. 7 My servant Moses is not so, who is faithful in all mine house. 8 With 

him will I speak mouth to mouth, even apparently, and not in dark speeches; 

and the similitude (08544) of the LORD shall he behold: wherefore then were 

ye not afraid to speak against my servant Moses? 
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An examination of these passages shows that the statements found in 

Deuteronomy 4:12 and 15 cannot be taken to indicate that God does not have a 

bodily form. On the contrary, they clearly show that God does have a bodily form 

and that he had to obscure the people of Israel from seeing it by use of the fire, 

smoke, and clouds. This obscuring of God’s bodily form served two purposes. 

First, as passages such as Exodus 33:19-23 plainly state, seeing God face to face 

is deadly to mortal men. Consequently, the fire, smoke, and clouds were used to 

obscure the people’s view in order to prevent the people from being killed by 

seeing God face to face. (Even Moses wasn’t allowed to see God’s face when 

God was in his most glorious form.) And second, as stated in Deuteronomy 

12:15-19, God prevented the people from seeing his form so that they wouldn’t be 

able to make graven images of his form to worship. (Our Trinity study contains 

more information about these passages, God’s glorious form, his ability to 

voluntarily diminish or conceal that glorious form, and the biblical assertion that 

seeing God’s face in that form is deadly for mortal men.) 

 

The fact is that there simply are no passages of scripture declaring that God or 

angels lack bodily form. And there are no verses in scripture telling us that the 

descriptions of disembodied spirits (such as 1 Samuel 28, Luke 16, and 

Revelation 6 and 20) should not be taken literally. With no scriptural evidence 

asserting such dismissive theories, the theories are forced to originate from 

outside the text of scripture and remain without scriptural corroboration or even 

contrary to plain biblical declarations. And no one should dismiss scriptural 

depictions as inaccurate or unintended without scriptural statements telling us to 

do so. Without direct scriptural attestation that the descriptions of God, angels, or 

disembodied spirits are not meant to be taken at face value, we are forced to let 

the texts simply speak for themselves. And as these passages clearly show, God 

and angels do have bodily form. Disembodied spirits also have bodily form. 

Although there are a number of scriptural texts which affirm these conclusions, 

there are no statements or passages in the bible which deny these facts or assert 

anything otherwise.  

 

 

Is Spirit a Substance? A Look at the Evidence 

 

We have seen that God is not bodiless or “formless” or “massless.” On the 

contrary, there is indeed a substance to His Being, which in some sense is 

“heavier” than ordinary matter. Is that spiritual substance ever dispensed into 

creation in a way that is detached from God’s Being? Or is God’s Being the only 

place where we ever find the substance called “spirit.”  

 

We have already answered this question in part. The Bible is clear that human 

beings, even ungodly ones, each have a spirit as we established in a previous 

section. Angels, also, are beings of spirit. Yet the Bible is not pantheistic. It 

maintains a clear distinction of identity between God and his creations, between 

the Supreme Being and all other sentient beings who by virtue of their created 

nature are always depicted as subservient to God and obligated to worship him. 

The Bible does not consider angels or men to be part of God. Nor does it consider 
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men or angels to have God as part of their beings. While angels and men may be 

made from spirit that has been imparted from God’s own being, there is never a 

comingling of their being with His. Consequently, when it comes to sentient 

beings we can conclude that God has dispensed spirit into creation where it now 

exists detached from God’s own Being.  

 

Incidentally, Genesis 7:21-22 even indicates that some measure of spirit has been 

imparted to animals, fish, and birds, which do not have an awareness of self or a 

capacity for rational thought. 

 

Genesis 7:20 Fifteen cubits upward did the waters prevail; and the mountains 

were covered. 21 And all flesh died that moved upon the earth, both of fowl, 

and of cattle, and of beast, and of every creeping thing that creepeth upon the 

earth, and every man: 22 All in whose nostrils was the breath of life, of all 

that was in the dry land, died. 23 And every living substance was destroyed which 

was upon the face of the ground, both man, and cattle, and the creeping things, 

and the fowl of the heaven; and they were destroyed from the earth: and Noah 

only remained alive, and they that were with him in the ark. 

 

In verse 20, we see the term “neshamah ruwach,” or “breath of spirit,” applied to 

the “fowl, cattle, and beast” right alongside “man.” Based on this passage, it 

would seem that spirit can be imparted to bring about life without necessarily 

causing sentience. Either it is simply at God’s discretion whether he wants to 

create sentient life by imparting spirit or not. Or, it may be a matter of the degree 

or amount of spirit imparted which results in sentience or not. For our purposes 

here, the particular mechanism is not important. What is noteworthy is that 

animals constitute another example in which spirit has been dispensed into 

creation in a way that is subsequently detached from the spirit of God’s own 

Being.  

 

In short, according to the bible, spirit does now exist apart from God’s Being. It 

exists in creatures into which God dispensed it. (For the sake of clarity, we do not 

here mean to imply that God is actively dispensing spirit into each and every 

animal or human being that comes into existence. Rather, as discussed earlier, we 

are simply affirming that the creation of humans and all forms of animals began 

with the impartation of spirit from God into the first humans and animals.) 

 

But can we only speak of spirit as part of a living being? Or, is spirit sometimes 

depicted as a substance rather than an individual living thing?  

 

It is important to understand the purpose of these questions. Our intention is to 

determine to what extent scripture depicts spirit simply as a type of substance 

without being in reference to a particular living thing. By contrast, we can say that 

a “soul” is a living thing, but the term “soul” isn’t a substance of which a thing is 

composed. On the other hand, stone is a substance, but stone isn’t a living thing. 

Likewise, in this portion of our study we are interested in discerning whether 

spirit is only a term used to refer to a living being or if spirit also refers to a 

substance. 



Bible Cosmology 303B: Immortality, Consciousness, Hell, Universal Salvation biblestudying.net 
 

Page 29 of 41 

 

 

Even if scripture ultimately never refers to spirit as a detached substance apart 

from some living being, there is still much we will be able to learn about the 

nature of spirit as part of living beings. In fact, its ubiquitous and exclusive 

attachment to living things would tell us something interesting about the inherent 

life-generating property of spirit. But for now, we will delve a little further into 

the question of spirit as a substance.  

 

On this question, scripture presents some intriguing items to consider. 

 

First, it is noteworthy that the phrase “neshamah ruwach,” or “breath of spirit” 

presents the possibility that at times, even if only briefly, spirit exists as a breath 

that passes through the nostrils before it creates a living being, such as Adam. 

Perhaps at some point in the creation of Adam, even if only for a moment, the 

substance of spirit is passing out from God and in through the lifeless nostrils 

before Adam becomes alive. In those fleeting moments, it is neither part of God’s 

Being nor is it part of Adam who has not yet come to life. In those moments, it is 

simply a breath of spirit. Admittedly, this is not definitively conclusive. It is also 

possible that Adam came alive the instant that the breath of spirit entered the 

nostrils so that there was essentially no fraction of time when spirit was neither a 

part of God’s Being nor a part of Adam’s being. But the phrase “breath of spirit” 

at least makes it plausible that for an instant, the spirit was only a breath of 

substance moving between God’s Being and the molded body where it would 

shortly cause the body to come to life and become part of Adam’s being.  

 

Second, there are numerous places in both Testaments that describe saints having 

the spirit of God inside them. See Romans 8:11, 1 Corinthians 3:16, and James 

4:5 for example. 

 

Romans 8:11 But if the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead dwell in 

you, he that raised up Christ from the dead shall also quicken your mortal bodies 

by his Spirit that dwelleth in you. 

 

1 Corinthians 3:16 Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the 

Spirit of God dwelleth in you? 

 

James 4:5 Do ye think that the scripture saith in vain, The spirit that dwelleth in 

us lusteth to envy? 

 

Here we must consider the meaning of such phrases. Two options present 

themselves. And although ultimately these two options are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive, here we will consider the possibility of the first option as an 

alternative capable of avoiding the second option altogether.  

 

In first option, scriptural texts which refer to the Holy Spirit being inside us could 

be metaphorical. We find the basis for this in John 15. 
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John 15: 1 I am the true vine, and my Father is the husbandman. 2 Every 

branch in me that beareth not fruit he taketh away: and every branch that beareth 

fruit, he purgeth it, that it may bring forth more fruit. 3 Now ye are clean through 

the word which I have spoken unto you. 4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the 

branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can ye, 

except ye abide in me. 5 I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in 

me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do 

nothing. 6 If a man abide not in me, he is cast forth as a branch, and is withered; 

and men gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned. 7 If ye 

abide in me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall 

be done unto you. 8 Herein is my Father glorified, that ye bear much fruit; so shall 

ye be my disciples. 9 As the Father hath loved me, so have I loved you: continue 

ye in my love. 10 If ye keep my commandments, ye shall abide in my love; 

even as I have kept my Father’s commandments, and abide in his love. 11 These 

things have I spoken unto you, that my joy might remain in you, and that your joy 

might be full. 

 

Here in John 15:1-11, Jesus compares his relationship with his followers to the 

imagery of a vine and its branches. In the comparison, Jesus is the vine. His 

followers are the branches. Throughout the passage, Jesus repeatedly uses 

language such as “Abide in me, and I in you,” such as we see at the start of verse 

4. We find similar phrasing in again at the end of verse 4 as well as in verses 5 

and 6. But in verse 7, Jesus translates the metaphor for us, saying “If ye abide in 

me, and my words abide in you.” Here we see that the phrase “my words abide in 

you” is interchangeable with the imagery of “Jesus abiding in us.” In verse 10, 

Jesus explains further saying, “If ye keep my commands, ye shall abide in my 

love.” Here we see that the idea of Jesus’ words abiding in us really equates to us 

keeping Jesus’ teachings and commands. Consequently, rather than the Person of 

Jesus being “in” (or inside) us in some physical or spatial sense, the language of 

Christ Jesus abiding in us is actually a metaphor intended to convey the idea of us 

remaining faithful to his teachings.  

 

In the same passages that record this teaching from Jesus, Jesus also describes that 

the role of the Holy Spirit would be to reinforce Jesus’ teaching after his 

ascension to heaven at a time when Jesus himself is no longer physically present 

on earth to teach (John 14:26, 15:26, 16:7-15). Given the Holy Spirit’s role in 

reinforcing Jesus’ teaching, it would make sense that New Testament authors 

naturally extended the metaphor of “Christ abiding in us” to speak of the Holy 

Spirit dwelling in us as well. In fact, John confirms the application of this 

metaphorical imagery to the Holy Spirit in his first epistle.  

 

1 John 3:24 And he that keepeth his commandments dwelleth in him, and he 

in him. And hereby we know that he abideth in us, by the Spirit which he 

hath given us. 

 

1 John 4:12 No man hath seen God at any time. If we love one another, God 

dwelleth in us, and his love is perfected in us. 13 Hereby know we that we 

dwell in him, and he in us, because he hath given us of his Spirit. 



Bible Cosmology 303B: Immortality, Consciousness, Hell, Universal Salvation biblestudying.net 
 

Page 31 of 41 

 

 

In 1 John 3:24, John explains that “he that keepeth” Jesus’ “commands dwells in” 

Jesus and Jesus “dwelleth in him.” He then immediately concludes that “we know 

that he abideth in us, by the Spirit which he hath given us.” 1 John 4:13 also 

confirms the Holy Spirit’s role, explaining that our assurance that “we dwell in” 

Christ Jesus and that Christ Jesus dwells “in us” stems from the fact that “he hath 

given us of his Spirit.” In fact, verse 12 of 1 John 4 uses the phrase “God dwelleth 

in us” in reference to the Person of God that “No man hat seen at any time.” With 

these words, John applies Jesus’ metaphorical language even to the idea of God 

the Father dwelling in us.  

 

In other words, New Testament language about Jesus, the Holy Spirit, or God in 

general dwelling in us are at the very least metaphors for us remaining faithful to 

Christ’s teachings. That much is a fact. Whether the language is also intended to 

go convey something beyond metaphor is the subject of the second option. 

 

In the second option, New Testament language about the Holy Spirit dwelling in 

us is intended to convey more than metaphor. This option suggests that in some 

real sense the Spirit of God is in us. Two considerations must be noted with 

regard to this second option. 

 

Number one, when we find such statements referring to one individual at a time, it 

is simple enough to think of the Person of the Holy Spirit in close proximity to 

that individual. The problem comes in when multiple people simultaneously and 

in greatly separated geographical locations are all said to have the Holy Spirit 

within them at the same time. Here the idea of the Person of the Holy Spirit 

actually being inside someone in a real sense becomes essentially incoherent, 

especially in a Trinitarian perspective. In order for the Person of the Holy Spirit 

himself to be generally present in all believers, there would have to be multiple 

instance of the Holy Spirit in different locations at any given point in time, with 

one instance inside each believer. This scenario is further complicated by the fact 

that the Holy Spirit is a Person, just as Jesus and the Father are Persons, combined 

with the fact that all three Persons of the Trinity are depicted as embodied. It is 

simply not feasible to have multiple instances of the Holy Spirit each with a body 

inside the body of all believers.  

 

But, does that spell the end for the notion that the Holy Spirit is inside us in some 

way beyond just metaphorically? 

 

Number two, there are passages in scripture which make a purely metaphorical 

interpretation problematic. Consider Romans 8. 

 

Romans 8:11 But if the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead dwell 

in you, he that raised up Christ from the dead shall also quicken your mortal 

bodies by his Spirit that dwelleth in you. 

 

Here in verse 11 of Romans 8, Paul explains that the Spirit of God “that dwelleth 

in you” will “also quicken your mortal bodies.” But perhaps this verse simply 
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means that remaining faithful to Jesus’ teachings, and thereby metaphorically 

having the Holy Spirit “in us,” will qualify us for the resurrection. It is true that 

the metaphor conveys the idea of remaining faithful to Christ’s teaching and that 

faithfulness to Jesus’ teaching is a qualifier for the resurrection of the saints. But 

this passage is talking about the Holy Spirit miraculously resurrecting our bodies 

in a manner that is similar with the Holy Spirit’s role in miraculously resurrecting 

Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit wasn’t just metaphorically in Jesus in the sense of 

Jesus’ remaining faithful to the Father’s commands. It wasn’t just that Jesus 

simply qualified for resurrection by means of faithfulness.  

 

Scripture is clear that the Holy Spirit miraculously brought Jesus back from the 

dead. Chapter 1 of Romans testifies to the Holy Spirit’s role in miraculously 

bringing Jesus back to life. 1 Peter 3:18 declares that although Jesus was “put to 

death in the flesh,” he was “quickened by the Spirit.” Jesus himself in John 6:63 

states generally that “It is the spirit that quickeneth.”  

 

Romans 1:4 And declared to be the Son of God with power, according to the 

spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead. 

 

1 Peter 3:18 For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, 

that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh, but quickened by 

the Spirit: 

 

John 6:63 It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words 

that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life. 

 

And the New Testament is equally clear that the Holy Spirit will actually be 

involved in miraculously resurrecting the saints as well. Or to borrow language 

from Revelation 11:9-11, the Holy Spirit will be involved in miraculously 

bringing our dead bodies back to life. 

 

2 Corinthians 3:6 Who also hath made us able ministers of the new testament; 

not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life. 

 

Galatians 6:8 For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; 

but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting. 

 

Revelation 11:9 And they of the people and kindreds and tongues and nations 

shall see their dead bodies three days and an half, and shall not suffer their 

dead bodies to be put in graves. 10 And they that dwell upon the earth shall 

rejoice over them, and make merry, and shall send gifts one to another; because 

these two prophets tormented them that dwelt on the earth. 11 And after three 

days and an half the Spirit of life from God entered into them, and they stood 

upon their feet; and great fear fell upon them which saw them. 

 

Although Philippians 3:20-21 does not mention the Holy Spirit, it does 

unequivocally describe the resurrection and transformation of the saints as 

involving real, supernatural power.  
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Philippians 3:20 For our conversation is in heaven; from whence also we look 

for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ: 21 Who shall change our vile body, that 

it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body, according to the working 

whereby he is able even to subdue all things unto himself. 

 

The Greek word for “working” in Philippians 3 is “energeia" (Strong’s Number 

1753). The Online Bible Greek Lexicon defines “energeia,” saying that “in the 

NT used only of superhuman power, whether of God or of the Devil.” 

Consequently, in Romans 8:11when Paul describes our resurrection as occurring 

by the Holy Spirit, we know he is talking about an actual, transformative process 

performed by the Spirit, not solely a metaphor for qualifying for resurrection by 

remaining faithful to Jesus’ teaching. 

 

Consequently, the fact that Paul credits the presence of the Holy Spirit within us 

with the actual process of miraculously resurrecting our mortal bodies 

demonstrates that there must be some actual contact of some kind between the 

Holy Spirit and the individual believer. And this contact is also affirmed in 1 

Corinthians where Paul describes the resurrected body as a “spiritual body.” 

 

1 Corinthians 15:42 So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown in 

corruption; it is raised in incorruption: 43 It is sown in dishonour; it is raised in 

glory: it is sown in weakness; it is raised in power: 44 It is sown a natural body; 

it is raised a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual 

body. 

 

The fact that the mortal body is transformed so that it becomes a spiritual body 

demands that the body is in contact with spirit in real terms, to such an extent that 

the body itself actually becomes permeated with spirit so that the body itself 

physically becomes spirit in substance. Again, the basis for this concept comes 

from Jesus himself who described the process in the following manner in John 4 

and 7. 

 

John 4:13 Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water 

shall thirst again: 14 But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him 

shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of 

water springing up into everlasting life. 

 

John 7:37 In the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried, 

saying, If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink. 38 He that believeth 

on me, as the scripture hath said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living 

water. 39 (But this spake he of the Spirit, which they that believe on him 

should receive: for the Holy Ghost was not yet given; because that Jesus was 

not yet glorified.) 

 

The parallel language between John 4 and John 7 tells us that the language of 

John 4 refers to the work of the Holy Spirit, even as John 7:39 specifies. There are 

three things worth mentioning here. First, notice that Jesus’ explanation in John 4 
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involves a comparison to the substance of water. Second, by using the phrase “in 

him” in verse 14, Jesus indicates that this “water” will be “in us.” Third, Jesus 

describes it as a “well” that will “spring up into everlasting life.” The Greek word 

for “well” is “pege” (Strong’s Number 4077), which means “fountain, spring” or 

“a well fed by a spring.” The Greek word for “springing up” is “hallomai” 

(Strong’s Number 242), which means, “to leap, to spring up, gush up.” 

Consequently, the imagery here inherently conveys that there is already a “well” 

present “in us” that later or eventually “springs up” to such a level that it produces 

everlasting life. This implies that the “water” is already in us, although at a lower 

level,” before the time when it produces everlasting life.  

 

When we combine Jesus’ words in John 4 and 7 with Paul’s statement in 1 

Corinthians 15:42-44, we can identify the body’s transformation into a “spiritual 

body” as the point when the water “springs up into everlastingly life,” particularly 

because Paul describes the immortality of this spirit body just a few verses later in 

1 Corinthians 15:51-54. 

 

1 Corinthians 15:51 Behold, I shew you a mystery; We shall not all sleep, but we 

shall all be changed, 52 In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last 

trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, 

and we shall be changed. 53 For this corruptible must put on incorruption, 

and this mortal must put on immortality. 54 So when this corruptible shall 

have put on incorruption, and this mortal shall have put on immortality, then 

shall be brought to pass the saying that is written, Death is swallowed up (2666) 

in victory. 

 

But if the transformation of the mortal body to an immortal, spiritual body is the 

point in time when the “water springs up to everlasting life,” then Jesus’ 

comments in John 4 and 7 indicate that this “water” must already be present in us 

to a lesser extent prior to when it transforms our mortal bodies. And since the 

transformed body is actually comprised of spirit in substance, then even before 

the resurrection there must be some degree of spirit within us (within, part of, or 

attached to, our mortal bodies).  

 

Although this might seem less obvious now in the present era, during the 

apostolic age when miracle-working power was present in the church the actual, 

supernatural presence of the Spirit of God would have been more obvious. When 

we first see this miracle-working power endowed by the Holy Spirit after Jesus’ 

ascension it is on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2, in which Jesus’ followers begin 

to prophecy and speak in foreign tongues. And it is noteworthy that on this 

occasion, the presence of the Spirit appears in a form compared to “tongues of 

fire” upon each one of them.  

 

Acts 1:4 And, being assembled together with them, commanded them that 

they should not depart from Jerusalem, but wait for the promise of the 

Father, which, saith he, ye have heard of me. 5 For John truly baptized with 

water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost not many days 

hence…2:1 And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all with 
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one accord in one place. 2 And suddenly there came a sound from heaven as of 

a rushing mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. 3 

And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon 

each of them…16 But this is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel; 17 

And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit 

upon all flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your 

young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams: 

 

It should also be noted that Acts 2 does not depict an embodied Holy Spirit 

present “upon” each of the disciples in Acts 2. Instead, whether it is 

metaphorically compared to the substance of water in a well or spring or appears 

in a form similar to fire or is described as a breath, we are starting to see that the 

Bible not only uses analogy to substances to describe spirit but also records that 

spirit at times appears as a substance that looks somewhat like fire.  

 

Moreover, other passages of scripture refer to the presence of the Holy Spirit “in 

us” as an “earnest” or “deposit,” including Ephesians 1. 

 

Ephesians 1:13 In whom ye also trusted, after that ye heard the word of truth, the 

gospel of your salvation: in whom also after that ye believed, ye were sealed 

with that holy Spirit of promise, 14 Which is the earnest (728) of our 

inheritance until the redemption of the purchased possession, unto the praise 

of his glory.  

 

We also find similar language in 2 Corinthians 5. Here, we turn our attention to 

verse 5 in which Paul’s assert that we already have an “earnest” of the spirit. 

Similar to Jesus’ imagery of a well that eventually gushes up to produce 

everlasting life, here Paul explains that this “earnest” will one day “clothe” or 

envelop us, transforming and filling our entire body so that it becomes immortal. 

 

2 Corinthians 5:4 For we that are in this tabernacle do groan, being 

burdened: not for that we would be unclothed, but clothed upon, that mortality 

might be swallowed up of life. 5 Now he that hath wrought us for the 

selfsame thing is God, who also hath given unto us the earnest (728) of the 

Spirit.  
 

There is much that Ephesians 1 and 2 Corinthians 5 have to say regarding issues 

related to immortality, which we will examine later. But for now, we will start 

their use of the word “earnest.” The Greek word used in both passages is 

“arrabon” (Strong’s Number 728), which means, “money which in purchases is 

given as a pledge or downpayment that the full amount will subsequently be 

paid.”  

 

We see similar language from Paul in Romans 8 shortly after his declaration 

about the Holy Spirit’s involvement in raising Christians from the dead.  
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Romans 8:23 And not only they, but ourselves also, which have the firstfruits 

of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting for the 

adoption, to wit, the redemption of our body. 

 

Notice from 2 Corinthians 5:4, that Paul describes how we “groan” while we wait 

to become immortal. In Romans 8:23, he also mentions this idea of “groaning” 

while we are “waiting for the adoption” which is “the redemption of our body.” 

This tells us that Paul is teaching on the same subject in both passages. And 

although Paul does not use the word “earnest” or “deposit” in Romans 8, he does 

speak about our having the “firstfuits of the Spirit” at the present time.  

 

We should also note the comparison between the phrase “redemption of the 

purchased possession” in Ephesians 1:14 to the idea of having the “firstfruits of 

the Spirit” now while we are “waiting for the adoption, the redemption of our 

body,” which we find in Romans 8. The similarity between these phrases informs 

us that the “full payment” is the transformation of our bodies. Therefore, the 

“deposit” and “firstfruit of the Spirit” must be a smaller portion, or down 

payment, of what is delivered in the full payment.  

 

This same concept is also mentioned in 2 Corinthians 1:22 where it is associated 

with the Holy Spirit’s work in us and connects the “earnest” to the notion of being 

“sealed.” 

 

2 Corinthians 1:21 Now he which stablisheth us with you in Christ, and hath 

anointed us, is God; 22 Who hath also sealed us, and given the earnest (728) of 

the Spirit in our hearts. 

 

The word translated as “sealed” in 2 Corinthians 1:22 is the Greek verb 

“sphragizo” (Strong’s number 4972). It means “to mark or impress with a seal, in 

order to prove, confirm, or attest to a thing.” Jesus uses this concept in John 6:27 

where he once again discusses eternal life. 

 

John 6:27 Labour not for the meat which perisheth, but for that meat which 

endureth unto everlasting life, which the Son of man shall give unto you: for 

him hath (4972) God the Father sealed (4972). 

 

Similar language also appears in Ephesians 4:30. Here, Paul mentions Christians 

being sealed by the Spirit of God as he discusses our redemption. And, of course, 

from Paul’s comments in Romans 8:23 and Ephesians 1:13-14, we already know 

that in Paul’s understanding, redemption inherently entails to the transformation 

and resurrection of our bodies into spiritual bodies. 

 

Ephesians 4:30 And grieve not the holy Spirit of God, whereby ye are sealed 

(4972) unto the day of redemption.  

  

Consequently, when we compare John 4, Ephesians 1, 2 Corinthians 5, and 

Romans 8, we find one consistent picture despite the varying metaphors. All of 

these passages represent immortality as the final result. From 1 Corinthians 15:42-
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44, we know that immortality results from having our mortal bodies transformed 

into “spiritual bodies.” But in these passages, the image used to represent the final 

state is also shown to be present to a lesser extent prior to the reception of 

immortality. The water in the well is not gushing at first, but there is still water in 

it. Before the full harvest, there comes the firstfruits. Before the full payment, 

there is first a deposit. (According to passages like Romans 8:15-17 and 23, which 

discuss our being “sealed” by the Spirit, this deposit is in some way connected to 

the idea that God has accepted us as his children.) In each set of imagery, the full 

measure is not metaphorical but denotes the actual, overwhelming presence of 

spirit permeating our bodies so that the body becomes physically spiritual in 

composition. But in each set of imagery, the difference between before and after 

resurrection is merely one of degree. Therefore, these passages inform us that just 

as the body is transformed by spirit so that the body itself becomes a spiritual 

substance in the resurrection, the presence of spirit before the resurrection must 

also be real, not just a metaphor for faithfulness to Jesus’ teaching, which has 

been reinforced by the Holy Spirit in the wake of Jesus’ ascension. Or, to borrow 

Paul’s words in Ephesians 1 and 2 Corinthians 5, there is a “deposit” of spirit 

already present in Christians, even if it is not yet “springing up” to the point 

where it transforms our mortal bodies (or even if it is not “springing up” to 

produce miracles). In addition, Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 15 indicate that this 

deposit (or down payment) marks us as belonging to God and being his children, 

who will eventually receive spiritual bodies. 

 

Two other points are also important to mention from Acts 2. First, the apostles did 

not always have visible “tongues of fire” upon them throughout the rest of their 

lives from the time of Pentecost in Acts 2 onward. Consequently, the presence of 

a “deposit” of spirit does not have to be visible. Second, it is important to 

distinguish the deposit of spirit that is anticipated by Jesus’ remarks and initiated 

on the day of Pentecost from the “breath of spirit” (“neshamah ruwach”), which 

was breathed into Adam by God, which is present in some types of animals, and 

which is present in all of Adam’s descendants. On the contrary, these New 

Testament texts (including 1 Corinthians 15:45-49) indicate that the deposit of 

spirit is in addition to and distinct from that which was imparted to Adam at 

creation and which is already part of all humans as a result of having descended 

from Adam.  

 

There is one last piece of the puzzle regarding the question of whether spirit can 

be thought of as a substance. In our survey of the New Testament, we saw the 

word “pneuma” normally associated with living things, such as the Holy Spirit, 

angels, and humans. Perhaps spirit only exists as a living thing, not as a substance. 

But there are several indications that spirit does at times exist without constituting 

an essential component of a living being.  

 

First, we might consider the comparison between the impartation of spirit to 

Christians in the New Testament and the impartation of spirit in the creation of 

Adam. In Adam’s case, the impartation of spirit clearly comes to constitute an 

essential part of his being. It should be noted, however, that even in the case of 

Adam, the impartation of spirit is first described as a “breath” conceivably before 
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Adam came to life. But in the case of Christians in the New Testament, they 

already have spirit, which we established earlier. Consequently, unlike Adam, the 

impartation of spirit to Christians does not constitute an essential part of their 

being. In other words, the impartation of spirit to Christians does not become their 

spirit. Instead, it is in addition to their spirit. These factors suggest that, in this 

case, the deposit of spirit is a deposit of a substance. But there are other, perhaps 

more direct indicators as well.  

 

Second, there cases in scripture where spirit seems to reside in a physical medium 

of some sort after the living being dispensing it has departed. For our examples, 

we can examine the pool of Bethesda in John 5 and the handkerchiefs and aprons 

in Acts 19. In both instances, supernatural power to heal remained in an inanimate 

physical material after it was in contact with the living being that was the source 

of the spiritual power, but at a point when that living being was no longer in 

contact with that inanimate material. We’ll start with the text of John 5.  

 

John 5:1 After this there was a feast of the Jews; and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 

2 Now there is at Jerusalem by the sheep market a pool, which is called in the 

Hebrew tongue Bethesda, having five porches. 3 In these lay a great multitude 

of impotent folk, of blind, halt, withered, waiting for the moving of the water. 

4 For an angel went down at a certain season into the pool, and troubled the 

water: whosoever then first after the troubling of the water stepped in was 

made whole of whatsoever disease he had. 5 And a certain man was there, 

which had an infirmity thirty and eight years. 6 When Jesus saw him lie, and 

knew that he had been now a long time in that case, he saith unto him, Wilt thou 

be made whole? 7 The impotent man answered him, Sir, I have no man, when 

the water is troubled, to put me into the pool: but while I am coming, another 

steppeth down before me. 

 

John 5 recounts that in Jerusalem there was a certain pool of water, known as 

Bethesda. The text records that from time to time an angel would go into the pool 

and stir up the water. Then the water would return to calm, presumably indicating 

that the angel had exited. When this happened, the presence of the angel in the 

water seems to have left a lingering impact on the water so that the water now had 

healing properties. However, the effect was limited. The temporary healing 

property created by the presence of the angel seems to have been exhausted 

entirely by a single diseased person entering the water. The first sick person who 

entered was healed and the rest were not. In fact, this limitation itself indicates 

that the angel had left the pool. If the angel remained in the pool, the healing 

effect would have continued and others could have been healed. But instead, the 

rest of the sick had to wait until the next time the angel entered the waters in order 

to have another opportunity for healing.  

 

This is an extraordinary account which demonstrates that the substance of the 

spirit was dispensed by the presence of an angel in the water and lingered in that 

physical material (in the water) even after the angel left. And for a time, the 

substance of spirit lingered independently in the water not as part of a living 
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being. According to the John, this was not an isolated event but happened 

regularly.  

 

Next we move on our second example in Acts 19.  

 

Acts 19:11 And God wrought special miracles by the hands of Paul: 12 So that 

from his body were brought unto the sick handkerchiefs or aprons, and the 

diseases departed from them, and the evil spirits went out of them. 

 

Acts 19 contains a very simple statement that God worked “special miracles” 

through Paul. And it goes on to describe these “special miracles” saying that 

people would bring handkerchiefs and aprons to touch Paul’s body with them and 

then take those same objects and touch the sick and demon-possessed with them. 

The result was that the sick would be healed and the demons would be cast out, 

not by Paul laying on hands, but simply from contact with a piece of cloth that 

had touched Paul. Like the Pool of Bethesda, the supernatural power to heal 

lingered in the fabric even after it was no longer in contact with Paul. This is 

another piece of evidence that the supernatural substance of spirit can linger in 

inanimate things even apart from a living being.  

 

And there are a few other examples worth mentioning.  

 

1 Kings 13:20-21 records that after the prophet Elisha died, a band of foreigners 

were traveling through the area near his grave. One of the foreigners had died and 

so they go to bury him in Elisha’s sepulcher. But, “when the man was let down, 

and touched the bones of Elisha, he revived, and stood up on his feet.” Whether 

Elisha ceased to exist when his body died or his spirit lived on in some other place 

of rest, the fact is that Elisha’s spirit did not remain in his body. According to 1 

Corinthians 12:9, the ability to supernaturally heal is a spiritual gift given by 

God’s spirit. There’s no doubt that the same is true for the ability to raise the 

dead. Apparently, in the case of Elisha that gift of spirit lingered in his bones even 

after Elisha’s spirit departed. Like the healing power that lingered in the Pool of 

Bethesda after the angel left, this account with Elisha’s bones is yet another case 

in which the substance of spirit seems to linger on inanimate matter. 

 

Exodus 34:28-35 and 2 Corinthians 3:7, 12-13 describe Moses going up on Mount 

Sinai to receive tablets of stone with God’s commands. In this very same chapter 

(along with chapter 33:17-23), Moses sees God on Mount Sinai. The text presents 

God as embodied, having a back, hands, and a face. In fact, Moses is not allowed 

to see God’s face because otherwise Moses would perish. Verse 5 of chapter 34 

tells us that God descended “in the cloud, and stood there with” Moses. The cloud 

was a means of obscuring God’s glory. We’ll talk more about the ancient Jewish 

understanding of God’s glory and how it is a synonym for the spiritual substance 

of God’s body in a later section. But for now, it is intriguing that Moses remains 

on the mountain with God for forty days and forty nights during which time he 

“did neither eat bread, nor drink water.” It would appear that indirect, close 

proximity exposure to God’s glory sustained Moses’ body without the need to eat 

or drink.  
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But what comes next is even more interesting for our current purposes. When 

Moses descends back down the mountain to speak with the people of Israel, his 

face is covered with a residual glow. The Israelites are scared because of the glow 

and Moses covers it with a veil. According to Paul in 2 Corinthians 3, this glow 

did not last but dissipated over time. In verse 7, Paul explains that Moses did not 

want the Israelites to “stedfastly” or constantly behold his face because the 

“glory” shining on his face “was to be done away.” Or, to put it another way, 

according to Paul, in addition to his desire not to scare the people, Moses also did 

not want the people of Israel to see the glory fade from his face for fear that they 

might interpret that to mean that his commands would also lose power or 

authority over time. Setting aside the implications regarding the change from 

Moses’ covenant to Jesus’ covenant, this glow of glory on Moses’ face is similar 

to the angel and the Pool of Bethesda. The glory of God’s spiritual body lingered 

on Moses’ skin, just as the life-giving properties of the angel’s spirit lingered in 

the waters of the pool. And just like the pool, the effect was limited and was 

exhausted over time.  

 

And there is one other item that is interesting regarding Moses. Not only does his 

face retain the substance of spirit for a while, but the text of scripture hints that 

this may indeed have caused Moses to get younger, at least in terms of appearance 

and vigor. According to Acts 7:22-29, Moses was forty years old when he fled 

Egypt after killing a man and he was eighty years old when God appeared to him 

at the burning bush. Exodus 7:7 likewise confirms that Moses was eighty years 

old when he and his brother Aaron went to speak before Pharaoh after Moses’ 

encounter at the burning bush. But according to Deuteronomy 34:7, when Moses 

died at the age of a hundred and twenty years old, “his eye was not dim, nor his 

natural force abated.” The Hebrew word for “natural force” is “leach” (Strong’s 

Number 03893), which means “moisture, freshness, vigour.” More than just the 

idea of Moses’ strength or health, this implies that his body was not brittle or 

wrinkled or old in appearance or ability. This statement from Deuteronomy 

clearly intends to convey that this is a remarkable thing about Moses, which was 

not expected and not generally true of men at that point in history. So, how do we 

explain the strangely youthful appearance, health, and strength that this verse 

implies? Keeping in mind that Moses was eighty years old before he had any 

interaction with God, there is nothing in Moses life that would lead us to believe 

he went eighty years miraculously without aging. And yet forty years later, 

Deuteronomy describes his appearance and strength in youthful terms. If we 

confine our explanations to the possible indications provided in scripture, the 

most natural and readily-apparent conclusion is that the same substance that 

lingered on Moses’ skin and caused it to glow also had a revitalizing effect that 

reversed decades of the aging process.  

 

The examples of the pool, the handkerchiefs, Elisha’s bones, and Moses’ face 

show that spirit is a substance in the way we would think of any other substance. 

It originates as God’s substance, but since creation it exists elsewhere in creation 

because God has dispensed it to varying degrees into other living beings, 

including angels, humans, and even animals to a lesser extent. But it can also be 
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dispensed and exist outside and independent of these beings without constituting a 

living being. It can linger in water or even in handkerchiefs and aprons and the 

bones of dead men. It can appear as a flame of fire on an apostle or it can be a 

breath passing between nostrils in a body sculpted from the soil of the earth. In 

the bible, in addition to being a reference to the entire Godhead, or the Person of 

the Holy Spirit in particular, or angels, or living humans, or the disembodied spirit 

of a dead human, spirit is also simply a substance. And while it is utterly incorrect 

to reduce God or the Person of the Holy Spirit in particular to a mere impersonal 

force or substance, the substance of spirit that comes from the Persons of God is, 

in fact, at times an impersonal substance in scripture. And just as the bible 

compares the substance of our natural, mortal bodies to soil from the earth (even 

though they are not merely soil), it also compares spirit to wind or fire. 

 

 

 

 


